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mistress of his home.

Finally, even Margaret Mitchell's

Scarlet in� with the Wind cannot completely escape
her fallen society with its unrealistic but gallant
expectations and rigid code of conduct.

She is daring

and resourceful enough to approach and successfully
complete any endeavor to save Tara, but even she craves
acceptance and respect from her society--the society that
she realizes is obsolete with its attempts to cling to
its fallen Camelot.
Nathaniel Hawthorne, however, was an early master,
whom subsequent authors have studied and imitated, in
portraying his female characters as victims of a Puritan
society.

Hawthorne's characters are particularly inter

esting because they are reflections of him and his misgivings
and weaknesses that result from his inability to deal
successfully with his past.

With Hawthorne's female

characters, however, the reader can gain understanding of
the author and his personality.
As a child Hawthorne had heard gruesome tales of the
atrocities that his Puritan ancestry had committed against
its New England society.

As he grew older he became

imprisoned by their sterness and lack of compassion.
Consequently, many of his female characters, like Hawthorne,
become victims of their Puritanic society.
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It is the
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purpose of this thesis to examine Hawthorne's p rincipal
female characters as victims of their societies:

Hester

in The Scarlet Letter, Hepzibah in � House of _ill Seven
Gables, and Hilda in� Marble Faun.
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Chapter I
Unlimited criticism has been written about
Nathaniel Hawthorne's life in an endeavor to understand
his unique and original style of writing.

In the critics'

attempts to fit Hawthorne in the mode of a �omantic, Tran
scendentalist, or moralist--and even a non-conformist-they have carefully delved into his letters, notebooks,
con temporary reviews, and his own writing and sought
evidence--no matter how minute and trivial--to support
their treatises and to make their finding the definitive
interpretation.

Consequently, since the day of Hawthorne's

initial literary notoriety, the critics have been squabbling
over Hawthorne's psyche.

However, one aspect of Hawthorne's

life that all of the critics recognize and accept is the
author's isolation from the nineteenth century society of
his day.

1''u rthermore, many critics recognize this iso

lation as a determining factor in casting Hawthorne as a
victim of society and to some extent a victim of himself.
Hawthorne could not accept comfortably his world with
its fast pace--the expanding railroad in the United States
was symbolic of modernization--and therefore, tended
to keep to himself, seeking and preferring only the
company of his beloved Sophia or the quiet solitude
nature itself offered.

Instead, Hawthorne was more at
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ease with the works of Shakespeare or Milton or the
histories of his fallen Puritan ancestors; he was fas
cinated with the gray, haunting figures of Salem's Puritan
ical founders.

Consequent ly, Hawthorne was an observer--

a quiet connoisseur of life rather than a participant;
he was always an outsider carefully peering into the
souls of others in an effort to learn all.
Perhaps Hawthorne did not intend to isolate himself
from his New England world, but certain events early in
his life made isolation inevitable.

In 1808 when Nathaniel

was four years old, his father, who was a sea captain,
died of yellow fever at Surinam in Dutch Guiana.
Mrs. Hathorne (Nathaniel changed the spelling to Hawthorne
after graduating from college) had difficulty accepting
the reality of her husband's death.

After five years

in mourning, the desolate woman still had not eaten a
meal with her son and two daughters, but instead ate
alone in the confines of her bedroom.

As Van Wyck Brooks

says,
. . . no morta� eye had penetrated, or was
to penetrate for forty years, the Castle
Dismal on the second floor where the mother
of the family had taken refuge on the day
she heard the news. Her meals were brought
up and left outside the door,--at least, as
often as not,--and, one flight further up,
at Nathaniel's door.l
Her husband's death left a void in her sensitive life that
could not be completely filled by her maternal role or
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her children's love and, therefore, left her often aloof
of them.

As an adult Hawthorne wrote of his relationship

with his mother.

"'I love my mother; but there has been

ever since boyhood, a sort of coldness of intercourse
between us. '112
Hawthorne--ever mindful of the effects of the past-
was not bitter towards his mother who could not force
herself to accept the past and plunge forward in life.
Instead, he accepted and respected her self-imposed prison
and attributed her solitary plight and subsequent lack
of compassion and warmth for him to the inevitableness
of the far-reaching past.

As Arlin Turner says,

His mother's life was somber, if not indeed
joyless during her last forty years. The blame
lay nowhere it could be located unless in a
hazy past which had bequeathed retribution to
distant generations. Or, as Hawthorne's mind
might have perceived it, the death of her
husband was an event normal to the plan of
things, and she lived out afterward the
inevitable consequences. Similarly this
event of the past had its effects directly
on Hawthorne and his sisters, but more
significantly the consequences reached them
secondarily as they accrued through their
mother. 3
Hawthorne loved his mother and early in life--through the
death of his father--felt the power of the past reaching
into the confines of his own life.

Without bitterness or

remorse he accepted the past's intrusion in his own life

and came to see its recurrent influence on future genera-
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tions as inevitable.

As Hawthorne matured he saw the sins

of the fathers taunt him and used ancestral sin as a major
theme in exploring the psyches of his historically fictional
characters.
Although Hawthorne understood his mother's grief and
her acceptance of it, he was affected by it.

Her protective

isolation made him look elsewhere for attention and affec
tion.

Naturally, he came to his sisters for this; however,

in many ways they were as reclusive as their mother.

As

Van Wyck Brooks notes of Hawthorne's sister, Elizabeth;

"

. one could live for two years under the same roof

with this spectral sister and see her only once. 11 4

Because

of the extreme private disposition of each member of the
immediate Hathorne family, Nathaniel inevitably acquired
a fondness for privacy and reclusiveness; early in life
he--like his sisters and mother--created his own world of
isolation out of the confines of his ancestral home.

The

structure, considered lonely and perhaps morbid by an
outsider, became a sanctuary--a place to grow, not only
physically, but also mentally--for this haunted writer
and son of the Puritans.
As a result of her husband's death, Mrs. Hathorne
was financially forced to move her family to the Manning

house on Herbert Street where her family, which was influen

tial in the stagecoach business, took care of her, Nathaniel,
Elizabeth, and Maria Louisa.

However, Nathaniel was not
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happy in the shadow of his mother's domineering relatives.
The Mannings, like the Hathornes, were once prosperous
and prominent Puritans in Salem, and although they had
slipped both financially and socially, they still considered
themselves superior to much of the town's citizenry.

As

a consequence, Nathaniel had few friends; his family was
too elite to allow him to associate with laborers' child
ren, but not influential enough to befriend the aristocratic
class that still snobbishly flourished in Salem.

Hawthorne

called his pretentious kinsmen 14dreary and unprosperous, 11 5
and found them as disagreeable as his Puritan ancestors.
It was during this period in the youth's life that

Hawthorne found solace in books and began to immerse himself
in them.

He ravenously read The Faerie Queen and Pilgrim's

Progress.

(This reading was to have a profound effect on

his life; later as a tale writer he was to employ many

of these writers' literary techniques, especially allegory.)
The plays of Shakespeare also became a favorite with the
youth, and he memorized many passages from the plays and
often freely quoted from them in conversation.

(The

title of Hawthorne's Twice-Told Tales comes from King John's
line: "Life is as tedious as a twice- told tale. 11 6)
In 1818, the Hathorne family moved to Raymond, Maine,
where the mother had inherited some property.

It was

there--with nature--that Nathaniel was happy and content,
perhaps for the first time.

Of life in Maine, Hawthorne
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later wrote:

"'I lived in Maine like a bird of the air,

so perfect was the freedom I enjoyed. 111 7

However, it was

also that quiet, picturesque countryside that intensified
Nathaniel's habit of isolating himself.
attested to this:

II I

habits of solitude. ' 11 8)

(Hawthorne later

. it was there I got my cursed
The sparsely populated land

and dense, lush forests encompassed him with quietude,
leaving him to conjure up characters and tales from his
active imagination.

Consequently, Nathaniel began his

lifetime habit of taking walks.

On these solitary walks,

he scrutinized the scenery and made meticulous notes
that would later appear in his writing.
The farmers and townspeople also spurred the boy's
imagination by filling him with their romantic tales of
ghosts, Indians, and colonial conflicts:
He had heard all sorts of stories from the
farmers, tales of the supernatural, tales of
ghosts, legends of the old colonial wars . . . .
he had seen the Indians, on the Penobscot
River, in their birch canQes, building their
wigwams by the mill-dams.�
The first-hand tales of Hawthorne's Maine neighbors had
put new life in his reading from the lonely confines of
his home in Salem and had given him further material
for his future tales.

However, the enjoyable solitude

Maine presented the youth was brief; in 1819, the family

again returned to Salem where Nathaniel studied in Samuel
Archer's School.
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About this time in his youth, Nathaniel began writing
poetry; however, it was poetry for himself.

He kept his

poems a secret from his uncles, on whom the family was
still dependent, for fear they would laugh at his lei
surely endeavors:
at the same time.

"'No man can be a Poet and a bookkeeper
1

11

1

°

Clearly his distant relationship

with his mother's brothers tended to keep the sensitive
youth to himself--sharing his dreams and aspirations with
no one; this relationship, or lack of one, also affected
and delayed his decision to become a writer instead of
joining the family's business as was expected of him.
Again Nathaniel questioned his uncles' plans for him
when he vehemently expressed a dislike for the notion of
college.

Society expected a young man of Hawthorne's

social position to go to college to learn a profession;
however, the rebellious youth was totally against the
idea.

Instead of viewing college as an opportunity to

prepare for a profession that would make him financially
independent of his uncles, he viewed it as a futile waste
of his time.

He said:

"' Four years of the best part

of my life is a great deal to throw away. ' 11 11

Because

early in life he had decided he wanted to be a writer,
he viewed college with its structured curriculum as
unnecessary.

However, in his decision to be a writer

he not only had his uncles' frowns, but also society's.
In the first half of the nineteenth century, writing
was not recognized as a profession.

Instead, it was a
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leisurely outlet for a professional:

a doctor's or lawyer's

endeavor to escape the dregs of his work.

rienry Wadsworth

Longfellow, Hawthorne's friend, .had felt society's spur
when he, too, expressed an intere· t in writing for a
profession.

His father quickly reminded him that a literary

career would be neither practical nor profitable:

11

1

There

is not enough wealth in this country to afford encourage

ment and patronage to merely literary men. '" 12

Al though

this advice was typical, hawthorne Hevertheless remained
true to his ambition, refusing to acquire a profession
that would make him financially secure.

Consequently,

he spent much of his life worrying about money and working
intermittently in jobs that not only frustrated him, but
also left him physically drained and literarily impotent.
Filled with negativism, Hawthorne succumbed to the
dictates of his family and in 1821 enrolled in Bowdoin
College; however, he still was resolved not to enter
a curriculum that would lead to a profession.

Shortly

before embracing the role of a student, tlawthorne again
expressed his intent to pu.rsue his literary calling.

In

a letter to his mother he wrote:
"What do you think of' my becoming an author,
and relying for support on my pen? • . . Indeed
I think the illegibility of my handwriting
very author-like. How proud you would feel
to see my works praised by the reviewers, as
equal to the proudest productions of the
scribbling sons of John Bull. but authors are
always poor devils, and therefore Satan may
take them. 11 13
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Although Hawthorne recognized there would be little

monetary gain in a literary profession, he never faltered
in his determination to write as a professional.
Perhaps because Nathaniel lacked the driving force
of materialism, a force that was so alive in the United
States in the early 1800's and vital and consuming in
his collegemates, he could never feel totally at ease
with them or become a part of their cliques.

His aspiration

and sensitivity concerning his ambition inhibited him to
a certain extent from being a part of the carefree,
vibrant student body.

Jonathan Cilley, one of Hawthorne's

classmates, said of the writer's detachment:

"'He lives

in a mysterious world of thought and imagination which
he never permits me to enter.

111
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Hawthorne was to

retain this protective shield of sensitivity and isolation
throughout his life.
Nonetheless, Nathaniel did allow certain members
of his college peers to enter his world.

With a chosen

few--among them Horatio Bridge and .l!'ranklin Pierce--he
joined in drinking, gamb ling, and hunting.

Once when

Nathaniel was caught p.laying cards for a jug of wine, he
critically wrote his mother that the college president
had blamed his involvement in the incident on the influence
of another student, rather than believing he willingly
engaged in such activity:
"I was full as willing to play as the person
he suspects of having enticed me and would
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have been influenced ag ain by no one. I have
a great mind to commence playing again, merely
to show him that I scorne [sic] to be seduced
by another into anything wrong. 11 15
Nathaniel with this incident seems typical of the college
youth who openly rebel agai nst authority; however, he
participated in these social activities with quiet

detachment.

Bowdoin College, nestled in rural Maine, did offer

Nathaniel the isolation and tranquility he had come to
crave; it was this aspect of the college that the aspiring
author enjoyed most.
Spiller says:

Of the college experience Robert

. . . though he loved cards, wine, fishing, and
shooting, his conviviality was distinctly limited,
subordinate to a love of quiet. Yet these "accursed
habits" of solitude, as he once called them, failed
to make him unhappy. Instead, in them lil the origins
of his life of the intellect and spirit.
The quiet walks that Hawthorne often took in the countryside
that surrounded the campus nurtured his thoughts and
brought to fruition many of the "lonely children of his
imagination. 1117
Critics may well debate the scope of education Hawthorne
received from Bowdoin, for Hawthorne often bucked the
educational system by only giving his attention and time
to those assignments or subjects he deemed worthy.

Further

more, as proof of his budding defiance against the mores
of society, he refused to have his senior picture taken
and paid a fine rather th an participate in commencement
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activities.

Nevertheless, none can deny the importance of

this period in his life.

College, where Hawthorne refused

to succumb to his peers' expectations of learning a
financially secure and prestigious profession, nurtured
his strong will.

The isolation he felt from his college

mates as a result of his unique personality became pleasur
able and desirable to him, rather than detrimental.

He

realized at college--where there was ample opportunity
for comradeship and socialization--that he was happier
alone with the seeds of his yet-to-be-born characters
and tales.
Hawthorne did graduate from college and immediately
showed his defiance toward society.

Instead of forcefully

entering the adult world of career and family, he returned
to the gloomy confines of the house on Herbert Street
where he remained aloof from society for the next twelve
years.

Of this period G. P. Lathrop, Nathaniel's son

in-law, said:
"He had little communion with even the members
of his family. Frequently his meals were
brought and left at his locked door, and it
was not often that the four inmates of the
old Herbert Str�et mansion met in the family
circle . . • . 11 18
Although the Hathorne family shared its fondness for
isolation--even isolation from each other--at least one
member recognized the obsessive need for isolation
Nathaniel felt.

In a letter to James T. Fields,
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Elizabeth Hathorne describes this period in her brother's
life:

"'It was only after his return to Salem and when

he felt as if he could not get away from there and yet
was conscious of being utterly unlike every one else
in the place, that he began to withdraw himself

11119

Nathaniel, who had since childhood been socially atypical,
had even brought quiet concern to his reclusive family.
Nathaniel, although seemingly oblivious to reality,
recognized the consequence of his self-imposed confinement.
Of this period he wrote:
11 1 sat down by the wayside of life,
like a
man under enchantment, and a shrubbery sprang
up around me, and the bushes grew to be
sapplings, and the sapplings became trees,
until no exit appeared possible thr�ugh the
entangling depths of my obscurity." 0

The young man--although he frequently went for walks in
the enveloping veil of the evening and occasionally played
cards--realized his detachment from society was atypical,
but concurrently he seemed to recognize it with the
acceptance of a defeatist.

Hawthorne wrote Longfellow

on June 4, 1837:

"By some witchcraft or other--for I really cannot
assign my reasonable why and wherefore--I have
been carried apart from the main current of
life, and find it impossible to get back again.
Since we last met . • . I have secluded myself
from society; and yet I never meant any such
thing, nor dreamed what sort of life I was
going to lead. I have made a captive of myself
and put me into a dungeon; and now I cannot find
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the key
open, I
For the
dreamed

to let myself out--and if the door were
should be almost afraid to come out . . . .
last ten years I have not lived, but only
about living. 11 21

Hawthorne's isolation was extreme.

At a time in life

when most young people were trying to make their mark
on society, he was carefully tucked away in his room

examining the possibilities of his future.
to. his sister he expressed his concern:

In a letter

"' I have thought

much upon the subject, and have finally come to the
conclusion that I shall never make a distinguished
figure in the world, and all I hope or wish is to plod
along with the multitude. 11122 Although Hawthorne felt
uneasiness and uncertainty over his life, he remained
resolute in his determination to make his contribution
to the world as a writer.

Therefore, he used this time

to read, and he began to write more in an endeavor to
perfect his skill.
As a youth he had read the histories of New England
that were marred by the sins and cruelties of the Puritan
founders and was aware of the prominent role the Hathorne
family, who had participated in the famous witch hunts
and Quaker persecutions, had played in the course of
history; but it was at this time in his life that they
actua·11y began to shape his attitudes.

Hawthorne social

ized some during this period, but even then he seemed
possessed by thoughts of Salem and its Puritan influence.
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Herbert Schneider says:
His imagination dwelt in Old Salem, when the
gloom of his own home was still the dominant
atmosphere of the town, when the elect were
still respected ana life still had a serious
meaning. He professed to hate his Puritan
heritage but he never scorned it, his scorn
was reserved for his contemporaries. Though
he was sociable enough with a few chosen
companions, drinking and playing cards with
them, he refused to ta�e them seriously or
share ideas with them.23
Hawthorne retained this pessimistic outlook and preoccupatio�
with Puritanism and ancestral guilt for the rest of his
life.
It was also during this period in the author's life
that he acquired his detached habit of unobtrusively
listening to others rather than questioning the validity
of their thoughts and opinions.

He would engage in society

as a bystander rather than a participant.

As Newton Arvin

describes him.,
. . . he never told a story or sang a song.
His voice was never heard in any shout of
merriment; but the silent, beaming smile
would testify to his keen appreciation of
the scene and to his enjoyment of the wit.
He would sit for a whole evening with head
gently inclined to one side , hearing every
word, seeing every gesture,,and yet scarcely
a word would pass his lips.24
Hawthorne would retain this quiet aloofness, for which
Emerson later criticized him when they were neighbors,
throughout his life, for he remained an observer rather

than a participant.
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In Julian Hawtnorne's biography of his father, he
characterized him as being somewhat reserved and removed
from society:
••. here was a young man, brimming over with
physical health and strength; endowed (by nature,
at all events) with a strong instinct; with a
mind daring, penetrating, and independent;
possessing a face and figure of striking
beauty and manly grace; gifted with a stubborn
will, and prone, upon occasion to outbursts
of appalling wrath;--in a word, a man fitted
in every way to win and use the world, to
have his own way, to live throughout the full
extent of his keen senses and great faculties;
--and yet we find this young engine of all
possibilities and energies content (so far
as appears) to sit quietly down in a meditative
solitude, and spend all those years when a
man's blood runs warmest in bis veins in
musing over the theories and symbols of
life, and in writing cool and subtle �;ttle
parables apposite to his meditations.
As Julian said, the twelve years his father spent in the
house on Herbert Street were not squandered.

They were

formative years, spent in not only discovering his true
self but also in practicing and perfecting what became
his contribution to the world:

his writing.

Hawthorne's self-imposed isolation not only confirmed
his desire to be a writer and sharpened his power of
concentration and penetration, but also afforded him
the conditions conducive to perfecting his authorship.
There he sorted his notes and shaped them into his early
tales.

As Van Wyck Brooks says, "He was writing stories
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t hat rose in his mind as mushrooms grow in a meadow, where
the roots of some old tree are buried under the ear. 11 26
With ideal conditions--unlimited time spent in total
isolation--he perfected his craft.

�very detail and

character he examined with the piercing eye of a surgeon
and destroyed and re-created until he was satisfied.
The severe isolation and lack of immediate recognition
Hawthorne received for his literary endeavors were often
depressing for him.

At times even he felt trapped by

the rigid confines of his life.

Hawthorne said of the

lonely twelve years he spent in the gloom of the house on
Herbert Street:
" . • . so much of my lonely youth was wasted
here, and here my mind and character were
formed; and here I have been glad and hope
ful, and here I have been despondent. And
here I sat a long, long time, waiting patiently
for the world to know me, and sometimes wondering
why it did not know me sooner, or whether it
would ever know me at all--at least, till I
were in my grave. And sometimes it seemed
as if I were already in the grave, with
only life enough to be chil.led and benumbed.11 2 7
Although Hawthorne was frustrated by the world's slowness
and hesitancy in recognizing and applauding him as an
author, he was more fortunate than many American writers-
Poe is such an example--who struggled throughout their
lives and never acquired the public's favor.

His first

publications did not receive the immediate praise he
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desired; however, he was acclaimed a literary genius by
many of his peers during his lifetime.

He was fortunate

to live to bask in the glory of his success.
One of the products of these twelve years is Hawthorne's
Fanshawe:

!

Tale.

Based on experiences acquired while

at Bowdoin College, Hawthorne paid to publish the book
himself.

Although the reviews of the book were generally

poor, some literary reviewers recognized the early genius-
although it was still in its unpolished form--of Hawthorne.
William Leggett in� Critic wrote the following in his
review of the novel:
11 Who wrote this book?
Yet what need is there
to know the name of the author, in order to
pronounce a decision? Be he whom he may, this
is not his first attempt, and we hope it will
not be his last. The mind that produced this
little interesting volume is capable of making
great and rich additions to our native literature; and it will, or we shall be sadly mistaken. 11 29

Hawthorne, however, was neither proud nor pleased with his
work.

Expecting perfection of himself and realizing he had

fallen short of his goals, he bought all of the books he
could acquire and destroyed them.

This act of annihilation

certainly must have been crushing to hawthorne's spirit.
He had tucked himself away from the stimulus of one of the
most intellectually fascinating periods in New En gland
to perfect his craft in an endeavor to make the world feel
his presence, instead only to feel the world slap him.
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However, unknown to the young rtawthorne, the quiet

years spent writing, destroying, and rewriting were not
futile.

Instead, they helped to shape this pondering,

scrutinizing man who would be remembered for his sensitive
and intense writing.

Fred Lewis Pattee says of Hawthorne's

twelve years on Herbert Street:

"His brooding years in

solitude made him naturally introspective:
a world within ..

he lived in

His almost total isolation gave his

imaginings at length an unworldly atmosphere .

1129

Even Hawthorne was cognizant of his unique and eccentric
lifestyle.

He realized there was much going on outside

of the confines of the dreary house on Herbert Street,
happenings that would excite and stimulate most authors.
Nonetheless, withdrawal from society was the required
condition for Hawthorne to write.
said:

(Of society, Hawthorne

"'What would a man do, if he were compelled to live

always in the sultry heat of society, and could never
bathe himself in cool solitude?' 11 30)

Hawthorne was always

looking inward to grasp the innermost understanding of
his characters and plots.

The light--comrnunion with the

world--would not germinate his unique stories; instead,
he needed the dark--isola�ion from society.

The darkness

with its shroud of detachment was necessary for Hawthorne's
thoughts to spring to life.
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Although seemingly Hawthorne unobtrusively drifted
through the twelve years following his commencement from
college with minimal personal contact, he was fully
cognizant--as his later writing gives evidence--of the
rapidly changing society in which he lived.

Hawthorne's

peers were a doubting and questioning lot who were fully
involved in life.

They questioned man's scientific advance

ment, bureaucracy, women's rights, abolitionism, and in
general the total cultural and moral heritage of their
New England ancestors.

Hawthorne quietly listened to and

read his contemporaries' arguments, but he did not actively
participate in their plans of change.

As Arlin Turner

says of Hawthorne,
••• in spite of his relatively secluded life
and his habitual delving into early New England
history, he brought his mind to bear critically
on the current agitation for peace, temperance,
woman's rights, prison reform, the abolition
of capital punishment, the abolition of slavery,
and the equalization of wealth. To be sure,
he was more observer than participant, but that
is not io say his vantage point was any the
worse. 3
The aloof writer's goal in life was not to change the course
of society, but to write; if he were to leave his mark on
the world, it would be through his writing and not his
involvement in the radical currents of his age.

Nonetheless,

he was fully aware of the changing and stimulating age in
which he lived.
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In 1841 Hawthorne put aside his conservative aloofness
and stepped into the world of the reformers:
his peers in a utopia, Brook Farm.

he joined

After dwelling so

long in the shadows, it seems inconceivable that a solitary
man like Hawthorne could participate in this radical experi
ment of the reformers; however, Sophia Peabody had entered
t he sanctuary of his lonely soul, and he desperately
wanted to marry her.

He viewed Brook Farm as an ideal

home--a Garden of Eden--for him and his beloved Sophia.
Brook Farm was a 170-acre dairy farm where the investors
and boarders lived and worked together in a manner that
would ideally allow them to flourish spiritually and mate
rially.

(Perhaps because Hawthorne had hitherto found this

union impossible and because of his impending marriage
to Sophia, he found the Brook Farm scheme appealing.)
George Ripley, the founder of the organization, described
the aims of the community as follows:
" • • • to insure a more natural union between
intellectual and manual labors than nows exists;
to combine the thinker and the worker, as far
as possible, in the same individual . . • to
do away with the necessity of menial services
by opening the benefits of education and the
profits of labor to all • . . . prepare a
society of liberal, intelligent and cultivated
persons, whose relations with each other would
permit a more wholesome and simple life than
can be led amidst the pressures of our competive
institutions. 11 32
With such ideal aims it is easy to understand how the
sensitive Hawthorne, who had found it so difficult to
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conform his spirit to society and financially survive,
had been ensnared by the founding idealists of Brook
Farm.

As James Mellow says,
In Brook Farm, Hawthorne thought he saw his
escape from his burdensome Custom House job.
The farm might be the ideal place to begin
his honeymoon with Sophia. He would labor
and write; he would no longer be dependent
on the whims of publishers and the public. 33

Hawthorne, who had remained resolute in his determination
to become a writer, had had to compromise himself and to
survive.

The unstable profitability of his writing

frequently forced him to supplement his income by working
in the public.

He not only found this work--such as the

Custom House job--detestable, but also inhibiting to his
creativeness.

Hawthorne needed total concentration and

isolation to write.

The reckoning of financial security

and writing would remain a thorn for Hawthorne through
out his life.
With a $1000 that he had saved from his Custom House
earnings, Hawthorne bought two shares in Brook Farm,
one share for himself and one for Sophia.

Promises of

being free of financial worry and able to write enticed
the naive Hawthorne to participate in the project.

His

first impressions of the experiment were totally positive.
He wrote:

"' . . . such a way of life has never been seen
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on earth, since the early Christians. 111 34

It seemed that

Hawthorne--previously a misfit in society--had found a
place where he felt comfortable.

The commune not only

offered this lonely spirit the tranquility he had come
to crave but also

comradeship with his peers.

Everyone

at Brook Farm was considered equal; therefore, lawthorne,
who perhaps was influenced by his .Puritan ancestors'
b elief that an individual should be financially independent,
no longer felt a failure.

The communion with his fellow

man was warm, and for the first time in his life he felt
a sense of belonging.
The physical work that was required of him at first
exhilarated him.

Soon after arriving at the farm, Hawthorne

said of manual labor: 11 'It defiles the hands, indeed, but
not the soul.' 11 35 However, after six weeks of such ac tivity,
his enthusiasm began to falter.

He said:

11

'It is my

opinion that a man's soul may be buried and perish under
a dung-heap, or in a furrow of the field, just as well as

under a pile of money. 111 36

By August, Hawthorne had become

more adamant in the futility of manual labor and was less
positive in his expectations of the experiment.

He wrote:

"'Is it a praiseworthy matter that I have spent five golden
months in pro vi ding food for cows and. horses?' 11 37

Initially,

Hawthorne found his new lifestyle invigorating and believed
he had found the Garden of Eden that his Puritan ancestors
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had attributed to the New World; at last he could offer
Sophia a home and write his tales without fear of starving.
Also, he finally fit the mode of his peers; however, his
expectations dissipated.

The manual labor--like his job

in the Custom House--soon became wearisome and detestable.
In a letter to Sophia, Hawthorne wrote:
"Even my Custom-House experience was not such
a thraldom and weariness, my mind and heart
were freer. Oh, belovedest, labor is the
curse of the world, and nobody can meddle
with it, witgout becoming proportionably
brutified.11 3
After only a few months Hawthorne left the paradise feeling
totally disillusioned and dissatisfied. The peacefulness
and tranquility that he craved so badly during this time
in his life had escaped him again.
Hawthorne, who throughout his life remained a skeptic,
had been bold in accepting the reformers' promise of a
perfectly balanced life at Brook :Parm. His utter despair-
brought on by a lack of literary success and financial
security--caused him to cast aside his conservatism and
skepticism and daringly join the reformers.

However, once

he accepted their challenge and found the experience to
be a total failure for him, his disenchantment with their
idealistic project was complete. Arlin Turner says of
Hawthorne's intercourse with the Brook Farm reformers:
At Brook Farm .•. his disillusion was complete.
Once he had tested in the laboratory the theories
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that had sounded so good in the phrasing of his
more rhetorical than practical associates, he
felt sure of his perspective . • • • 39
The Brook Farm experience was to have a lasting effect on
Hawthorne.

It strengthened his pessimistic outlook on

mankind and further isolated him from his contemporaries.
Hawthorne had tried to enter his peers' world, but he
found he could not live and flourish there.

Instead of

finding the paradise that Ripley had painted, he found the
same greed and corruption that he had found outside of the
reformers' protective confines.
His participation in the experiment left him bitter
and skeptical for the rest of his life.

He never forgot

the lesson of the experience and never again believed that
his fellowman was capable of improving the world in which
he lived.

Hawthorne, the fatalist, considered man too

selfish and devious tu be able to change society, and
instead of helping he believed the ambitious endeavors of
the reformers resulted in more evil than good.

Arlin 1urner

says of the efforts of reform: "what passes as progress
achieved through human efforts is sheer delusion--the evil
resulting from any reform accomplished balances the good, and
mankind is no better off, however sincere and diligent the
efforts. 11 40

Hawthorne's pc1rticipation in the Brook .Farm

experiment intensified his cynicism for reformers and their
work.

He was convinced that the endeavors of these idealistic

25

people generally--no matter how sincere their initial plans
resulted in more harm.

His extensive reading in history

served as evidence to confirm his belief in the futility
of the reformers.

Turner says of Hawthorne:

His reading of history convinced him that man's
attempts to achieve real improvements are
precarious. He found that the noblest purposes
had often accomplished tragic results. He
could not doubt the moral intentions of
his ancestors the Quaker persecutor and the
witch judge. He knew the Puritan accounts
of the Indian wars; he read the history of
the Spanish Inquisition and the French
Revolution. He found no proof to satisfy
him that whatever advancement mankind can
boast has derived from conscious human
efforts and has not been at least accidenta1.41
Hawthorne, who was not only a skeptic but also a defeatist,
believed reform had to come from within the individual's
heart before it could be su�cessful as a movement, and
he--always looking on the darker and more evil side of
mankind--did not believe man was as yet this unselfish.
Therefore, he came to see reformers as either sincere but
vulnerable, misguided victims or shrewd, manipulative
parasites who frequently ca used more harm than good.
Unfortunately , Hawthorne's outspoken criticism of
the reformers cast him further aside from his fellowmen
and left him more in disillusionment and isolation.

In

Hawthorne's biography of Pierce, the skeptic author wrote:
"'No human effort, on a grand scale, has ever yet resulted
according to the purpose of its projectors.

The advantages
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are always incidental.

Men's accidents are God's purposes.

We miss the good we sought, and do the good we little care
for.' 1142 His contemporaries mistook his skepticism for
apathy.

In an age when reform rampantly flourished, an

individual like Hawthorne, who openly criticized the work

of the reformers, suffered society's ostricism and criticism.
Typical of this misconception, Theodore T. Munger wrote
of Hawthorne:

"'He took no interest in reforms and held

himself aloof from every practical question of social life
and activity except when forced to it by the necessity of
a livelinood. ' 11 43 However, Hawthorne was keenly aware
of the innovations of his age, but he could neither praise
nor respect them because he had participated in their
efforts and had witnessed the futility and hypocrisy of
their work.
Although Hawthorne's reservations for social reform,
distaste for scientific innovation, and his own extreme
craving for privacy kept him physically and mentally aloof
from his society and made him misunderstood by his peers,
generally, he was both happy and successful in his private
and professional life.

His writing, which was not applauded

by the critics as quickly as he desired, was widely acclaimed
by the time he published� Scarlet Letter in 1850, and
he remained in the demand of his publishers and public
until his death.

Furthermore, his writing--even though

he retained the feeling of monetary insecurity that had
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haunted him since his family's ctependency on the Manning
uncles--had made him financially secure.

(Hawthorne never

felt he had enough money and, because he had a premonition
of his early death, worried that he would leave his family
financially destitute as his father's unexpected, early
demise had left him and his sisters.)
Furthermore, Hawthorne had been fortunate in marriage.

Although he never lost his restlessness and preference for
solitude, he did allow Sophia to enter his private world,
and they maintained mutual admiration and love for each
other throughout the twenty-two years of their marriage.
Sophia provided him with the warmth, love, and support
that had been deprived him as a child.

Her quiet disposi

tion and sensitive personality were extremely compatible
with her husband's.

She shared his fondness for quietude

and totally supported his literary aspirations.

Her ideal

conception of her husband survived their early years oi'
marriage and endured his death.

Shortly after Hawthorne•s

death, Sophia wrote the following eulogy in a letter to
Annie Fields:

"'A person of a more uniform majesty never

wore mortal form.

In the most retired privacy, it was

the same as in the presence of men.

111

44

Although Hawthorne

had faults, his wife refused to see them and made it her
mission to keep these flaws from his public after his
death by censoring his letters and notebooks before she
would allow them to be published.
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Hawthorne reciprocated Sophia's love and admiration.

Although he vehemently ridiculed women's efforts for equality,
he respected Sophia's opinions; as evidence, he always
subjected his writing to her criticism before submitting
it to his publishers.

He wrote her:

"'I doubt whether

I shall write any more for the public, till I can have a
daily or nightly opportunity of submitting my productions
to the criticisms of Sophia Hawthorne.

I have a high

opinion of that young lady's critical acumen, but a great
dread of her severity.' tt45 Hawthorne--as evidenced in
his writing and letters--would never accept any woman
as his equal, but he did respect Sophia and love her for
the warmth and comfort she brought into the lonely shell
of his life.
Also, Hawthorne, unlike many of his contemporaries,
was blessed with health and spared personal tragedy.

Until

the last few years of his life, he remained in exceptionally
good health.

He was never subjected to the respiratory

problems that beset many New Englanders, including Emerson's
first wife and Thoreau.

Furthermore, his life, unlike his

friend Longfellow's--his wife died shortly after she care
lessly set herself afire while sealing a letter--was
relatively untouched by death or personal tragedy.

Sophia

did suffer a miscarriage, but the couple had three children,
each of whom outlived Nathaniel.

Nonetheless, Hawthorne's

last years were neither happy nor successful.
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Hawthorne, who always felt his work in the public was
degrading, anxiously anticipated his retirement.

He

accepted the Liverpool counsulateship in 1853 for monetary
reasons.

Obsessed with a fear of poverty, he believed he

could invest his earnings from Pierce's appointment and
live comfortably off its earnings for the duration of his
life.

Although his responsibilities were minimal and

required little of his time during the working day, he
was unable to write.

He needed total concentration and

isolation to produce his sketches, tales, and romances.
However, as his notebooks reveal, he had recorded through
out his stay in England small bits of legends, gossips,
and minute descriptions that he planned to use when he
resumed his writing career.

Nonetheless, his stay in

Italy, although his time was free, also failed to produce
any writing.

the country, rich in art and history,

offered too many distractions; subsequently, he again
postponed his authorship.
Hawthorne, who was mesmerized by the ancient, cultural
grace of the European

civilizations, hesitantly and fore

bodingly returned to America in the summer of 1860.

He

had been more at peace with himself--living in the unshake
able heritage of his ancestors--in what he considered to be
intellectually, culturally, and morally civilized societies
than at any other time in his life.

He found Europe to be

all that he romanticized it to be; for once he was not
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disillusioned.

However, because of his children, he felt

obligated to return the family to America.
When Hawthorne returned to Concord, he was warmly
greeted by his friends, including Emerson, Thoreau, Sanborn,

and Lowell.

The general consensus was that he had changed

little physically, and although he was still shy, he was

less detached and more at ease in the presence of company.
Lowell says of Hawthorne:

"' He looks no older than when

I saw him last time, eight years ago, wears a moustache,

and is easier in society than formerly.' 11 46

For a while

Hawthorne seemed to enjoy the company of his friends and
the attention they showered him.
happy and tranquil for him.

The summer of 1860 was

He had a home--the security

for which he had yearned throughout much of his life-
loving family and friends, financial security, literary
recognition and acceptance, and time--free of commitment-
to write.

It seemed that at last his life was placid and

complete.

Unfortunately, the contentment, security, and

tranquility Hawthorne felt were brief.
Hawthorne, who had found it almost impossible to write

for the past seven years, had returned to a changed

America naively believing he could resume his authorship
without difficulty.

However, the literary sterility that

had haunted him abroad had deeply embedded itself in him,
and he found it impossible to shake.

At first he offered
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excuses for his inability:
house was too small.

the winter was too cold or the

Frustrated, he wrote, revised, and

destroyed, much in the same manner while �iving reclusively
on Herbert Street.

Of Hawthorne's literary difficulty

Hyatt Waggoner says:
We can see •..the old tricks being used
without effect, without meaning. We can watch
Hawthorne parodying himself, recognizing the
parody, stopping, discarding what he had done,
starting again, only to fall into the same traps.
We can watch him returning to the apprenticeship
of Fanshawe all over again, as though he had
never written the great tales and The Scarlet
Letter. We can watch him .••forcing himself
by shi r acts of will to go on when he had no
hope.

7

Suddenly, the isolation had lost its literary potency; it
no longer brought to life and fruition Hawthorne's visions.
No matter how diligently he tried, the energy that had
driven his thoughts to paper had all but dissipated and
left him in utter despair.

Although he was not sixty

years old, he was physically, mentally, and literarly
aged. Tragically, the old tricks of isolating himself to
his thoughts and scouring his notebooks for inspirational
material failed him and left him feeling defeated, wasted,
and more skeptical than ever of mankind.
One possible reason for Hawthorne's loss of creativity
was that time, with its power to mandate the literary
fashion, was rapidly making his style obsolete.

Nathaniel,

as an apprentice living on Herbert Street, used his early

l
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readings of Spencer, Milton, Bunyan, and Shakespeare to
formulate his own style.

Consequently, his characters

were frequently allegorical and lacked the luster of

realism.

His themes tended to be moralistic and dragge d

on with the repetitiveness and force of a Puritan sermon.

Of Hawthorne's very formal style Waggoner says:

It is slow-moving, with its pace slowed down
still further by his very heavy punctuation.
It is rhetorical, in the rhetorical fashion
taught by the rhetoric books of his time, a
fashion thoroughly repudiated by modernism.
It circles around its subject, enveloping it
in balanced clauses and phrases that make
qualification after qualification, often
returning at the end to where it began. It
is marked by a strong preference for the
abstract or generalized word over the concrete
or specific one . . . . It is a formal, public,
"literary" style, the style of a man of letters,
quite different from the private, undressed,
colloquial, imagistic style modern writing
has taught us to prefer. 48
Although Hawthorne was still applauded by his peers, he

realized his popularity had climaxed and was rapidly
declining.

Cognizant of the rapidly flourishing popularity of

realism, Hawthorne--ever mindful of death 1 s whispers-

desperately wanted to produce one more novel worthy of

his reputation.

From 1858 until his death in 1864, he

frustratingly began four novels:

The Ancestral Footstep,

Dr. Grimshawe's Secret, Septimius Felton, and

Romance, only to put each aside unfinished.

lli

Dolliver

The man,
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who had once organized the skeltons for his novels so
methodically and found the actual writing to come so
easily, had come to be betrayed by his thoughts and pen.
In January of 1864 Hawthorne wrote:

11

'I have fallen in to

a quagmire of disgust and d espondency with respect to
literary matters.

I am tired of my own thoughts and
fancies, and my own mode of expressing them.' 11 49 Hawthorne
appeared wearied and betrayed by his craft.

Perhaps the

large volume of his writing in his relatively short career
h ad left him literarly drained.

Nonetheless, his despon

dency and skepticism had come full circle and finally trapped
him.

With weariness of his pen, there could be no hope

for Hawthorne.

Only death was left for him.

The Civil War also had its toll on the sensitive
spirit of Hawthorne, who had always been more comfortable
in the calm, stable past of his ancestors than in the
careening, troubled present.

The war conflict would

inevitably not only shatter his world but also his spirit.
Returning from England, he viewed the South's possibility
of secession with both scorn and apathy.

He wrote Henry

Bright in December of 1860:
"Well, I am ashamed to say how little I care
about the matter. New England will still have
her rocks and ice, and I should not wonder if
we become a better and nobler people than ever
heretofore. As to the South, I never loved it.
We do not belong together; the Union is unnatural�
a scheme of man, not an ordinance of God . • . • 11 :>0
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Hawthorne had believed he would find peace and tranquility
in America when he returned from Europe.

Instead, he found

a conflict brewing that would shatter forever the remnants
of his quiet, distracted soul.
Hawthorne, with the attack on Fort Sumter, was driven
to the reality of the conflict and faced it with stimulating
enthusiasm.

To Horatio Bridge he wrote:

"The war, strange to say, has had a beneficial
effect upon my spirits, which were flagging
woefully before it oroke out. But it was
delightful to share in the heroic sentiment
of the time, and to feel that I had a country-
a consciousness which seemed to make me young
again. . . • I regret . . . that I am too ola
to shoulder a musket myself . . . • 11 51
Despair had set in Hawthorne when he found that his discontent
with his life and inability to produce what he wanted to
write lingered from his stay in 1urope.

The Civil War

initially offered the despairing writer

a distraction,

and he found it to be invigorating.

However, he could

never become totally absorbed in its force or benefit from
its energy, like Walt Whitman, because he did not totally
understand the motives of the battling sides.

Consequently,

as the sickness, death, and atrocities that are the residues of any war wore on, Hawthorne's spirit became more
debauched by the seemingly endless war.
The war, which pitted

orth against Sou th and often

brother against brother, intensified Hawthorne's feeling,
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stemming back to his experience at Brook Farm, that man

was still a spoiled child crawling in the history of
the evolution of mankind.

In "Chiefly Ao out War Matter s,"

which Hawthorne wrote in 1862, he said:

"Set men face to face, with weapons in their
hands and they are as ready to slaughter one
another now, after playing at peace and good
will so many years, as in the rudest ages,
that never heard of peace societies •... It
is so odd, when we measure our advances f �m
barbarism, and find ourselves just here."5
Always having the intensity to probe man and see only

the dark, evil side of his fellowman, Hawthorne, by 1862,

no longer saw the Civil War as a stimulant.

Daily faced

with the grief of his friends and endless lists of miss
ing and dead, he came to view the war as a depressant.

It intensified his moods_of melancholy and despondency

that had set in while he was in Englanu.

By 1863 Hawthorne's weariness and depression had

intensified.

In a letter to Henry Bright, an �nglish

friend, he expressed his anxiety:

"'The play (be it

tragedy or comedy) is too long drawn out, and my chief

feeling about it now is a sense of infinite weariness.
I want the end to come, and the curtain tu drop, and

then to go to sleep.' 11 53
just tired of the war:

Hawthorne was not, however,

he was tired of living. He had

tried to play the game of life, but he had lost. Life
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had turned a deaf ear to his pleas for a comfortable niche
in society and left him a prematurely aged man who felt
totally unloved and shunned by life and its pulsatin g
spirit.
The war also reminded Hawthorne of his outdated style
of writing, intensifying his feelings of old age and use
lessness.

His writing, which was generally gloomy and

of tiresome moral instruction, lacked the action and
excitement that the Civil War had made Americans aware
of and expect in their literature.

Hawthorne was unable

to change his mode of writing so that it would be appro
priate--and salable--for a war society that reeked of
patriotism and had an unquenchable thirst for adventure
and excitement.

(He had tried unsuccessfully with

Septimius Felton.)

Pressured by his premonition of death

and feelings of literary defeat, he vainly strove to
write; however, by February 1864 he seems to have suc
cumbed to his growing sense of failure.

Unable to ful

fill his commitment to complete The Dolliver Romance, he
suggested to Fields that the following note of remission
be published in the Atlantic Monthly:
"Mr. Hawthorne's brain is addled at last, and,
much to our satisfaction, he tells us that he
cannot possibly go on with the Romance announced
on the cover of the January magazine. We consid
er him finally shelved, and shall take early
occasion to bury him under a heavy article. 11 54
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Hawthorne never regained his literary spirit; the un
finished copy of The Dolliver Romance was placed on his
coffin three months later.

He realized his American

audience was entrapped in the spirit of the war.

Con

sequently, his inability to be moved by the conflict

and failure to incooperate its spirit in his writing
frustrated him even more.

At last, he realized he

could no longer produce what Americans sought.
Although Hawthorne's physical deterioration was
visibly evident, he desperately tried �o conceal the
extent of his infirmities from his family.

During his

last years he spent much of his days shut away in his
study with

his lonely, melancholy thoughts of a fleeting

New England, leading his family to believe he was con
tinuing to weave his tales and romances.

However, it

became increasingly difficult for the proud son of the
Puritans to conceal the decaying effects of his illness
from his family and friends.

Mrs . .Jrields, who along

with her husband, entertained Hawthorne and Ticknor on
their last trip together, was profoundly taken aghast
by the changed appearance of Hawthorne:
us by his invalid appearance.

"'He shocked

He has become quite deaf,

His limbs are shrunken but his great eyes still
burn with their lambent fire. 111 55 As recently as 1860,
too.

when Hawthorne returned from England, he was still de-
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scribed by his friends as youthful and handsome; however,
his disease--dpparently cancer--rapidly took possession

of the spiritually defeated man.
Hawthorne, who had reluctantly succumbed to the loss
of his literary spirit, found it impossible to reconcile
himself to the physical infirmities of aging and illness.
He said:

"'Why does Nature treat us so like children!

think we could bear it if we knew our fate.

I

At least I

think it would not make much difference to me now what
became of me. 111 56 Hawthorne could not accept his pre
mature aging and its subsequent bodily limitations; he
found his condition to be demoralizing and humilating.
Always a private person, he felt he had been violated:
nature had denied him the privilege of inconspicuously
and unobtrusively slipping out of this world.

Also, as

his physical health deteriorated, the mental anguish
and depression that characterized his early adulthood
enveloped him again with renewed intensity.

Always a

loner, he was unable to reach out; consequently, he was
pulled more deeply into the pool of despair.

Furthermore,

he resented his family's and friends' recognition of his
illness and their condescending pity.

Spiritually drained

and physically too weak to write, Hawthorne as both a man
and an author was defeated.

Only death was left for him.

Although Nathaniel Hawthorne had a family and friends
who loved and respected him, acclaimed success in the
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career that he rebelliously chose, and a shining reputa
tion as an American author--an interview with him was
greatly prized by aspiring writers--he was never completely
happy or content.

There always seemed to be some element

in his life--or perhaps his nature--that kept a sense of
foreboding or discontentment lurking close to him and
consequently making the private side of him inaccessible
and aloof.

Critics disagree and interpret differently

the various aspects of Hawthorne's psyche.

However, one

common element that all of his reviewers and biographers
concur with as being decisive is his isolation.

Hawthorne's

self-imposed isolation was instrumental in the development of his pessimistic outlook on mankind and life and
is reflected in his unique writing.
Hawthorne's habit of isolation and critical scrutiny
of mankind deeply rooted themselves in his nature early
in life.

With his father's death and his mother's re

clusive habits, he was forced to rely on himself for
entertainment.

With only books for companions, the dreary

Puri tan histories made a lasting impression on tl1e sensitive

youth.

For the duration of his life, he was fascinated

and haunted by ancestral sin.
Hawthorne made one effort to join in his world by
participating in the Brook Farm experiment.

However, he

soon became disillusioned with the endeavors of the re-
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formers and left the commune feeling bitter and skeptical.
He never regained his faith in mankind and never there
after believed man to be unselfish and honest to the
extent that a utopia could succeed.
The Civil War also dealt a crushing blow to
Hawthorne's spirit.

The war and its tragedies appeared

to be endless and were too much for his sensitive spirit.
The bloody battles crushed his world and any optimism
he held for mankind.

The excitement of the battles

stirred the spirits of his fellow countrymen; however,
the excitement quickly escaped him, leaving a severe
depression.

He found his romantic writing to be meaning

less to a society riddled with a thirst for blood and
adventure.
Finally, his ill health, which left him spiritless
and melancholy, defeated Hawthorne.

Physically feeling

too weak and mentally too despondent to write, he gave
up.

At last he fell victim to the isolation that had

once served him so well as a writer.
Because of his sensitive nature, lack of comrade
ship, and preoccupation with the cold harshness of his
Puritan ancestors, his peers misunderstood him.

Like

his contemporaries Edgar A. Poe and Herman Melville, he
was foreboding and pessimistic.

His extensive reading

in history and his personal involvement in the endeavors
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of the reformers left him skeptical of man's goodness
and worth.

Consequently, he could not reconcile him

self to Thoreau's and .E.'merson' s optimistic outlook.
As Helen Clarke

Instead, he remained aloof of his world.
sees Hawthorne,

11

He was a man alone in the crowd. .

Like a hermit crab, though he came out of the shell to
look about, he always had it handy to retire into .

• II
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Hawthorne--always mindful of his need for isolation-
was an observer of society rather than a participant.
He strove to live quietly in the shadows where he could
unobtrusively watch the world and its activities.

However,

the strong, vocal current of nineteenth century New England
society refused to accept his detachment.
deemed him a misfit and victimized him.

Instead, she
His peers could

not understand his need for isolation and ostracized his
aloofness. Therefore, it is not surprising that many of
Hawthorne's characters are, too, victims of their world
and in many ways reflections of their creator.

They,

like Hawthorne, are misplaced in time and are victims
of their societies. They desperately struggle--like
their inventor--for survival in a scorning society.

It

is the purpose of this paper to show that many of Nathaniel
Hawthorne's characters--shadows of himself--are victims
of the Puritan society in which they live.

--

To do this,

-- ---

--

Hester in The Scarlet Letter, Hepzibah in The House -of the
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Sev� Gables, and Hilda in The Marble Faun will be closely
examined.

Before Hawthorne's women are examined as victims

of their Puritan society, however, the author's preoccupa
tion with and conception of Puritanism need to be briefly
examined.
Much of Nathaniel Hawthorne's writing either deals
directly with Puritanism or is indirectly shaded with
the author's obsession with the harsh religion, laws,
and culture of his haughty New World ancestors.

As a

youth, Hawthorne had heard stories of his Puritan ancestry
and had ravenously read the histories of New England that
glorified their righteous lives and exploits.

Atypical

of the founding fathers' offspring--who through the years
retained their superior vanity and exaggerated self-worth-
Hawthorne came to despise their disdainful and damning
attitude.

Of them Hawthorne said with biting humor:

"'Let us thank God for having given us such ancestors;
and let each successive generation thank Him, not less
fervently, for being one step further from them in the

march of ages.' 11 58

Al though Hawthorne despised the Puritans

and used them as villains in much of his writing, he could
not rid his mind of them.

The American Puritans saw them

selves as a superior branch of God's children and compared
their flight from England to that of the Israelites.
Schneider also sees this similarity:

Herbert
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The Puritans, searching the Scriptures for
texts relevant to their own particular needs,
soon discovered the general similarity between
themselves and ancient Israelites. The Lord
had obviously chosen them, as he had the chil
dren of Israel, to carry out his plans for the
redemption of the world.59
The similarity the Puritans saw between their plight and
God s chosen people freely justified. their juctgmen t of
I

others; it charged them with the knowledge and moral a id
legalistic responsibility of pointing out the sins of
others and passing judgment and sentence on them.
Hawthorne had heard. stories c1nct read. c1bout 11is rirst
American ancestor, William Hathorne, who had. condemned
Ann Coleman, a �uaker, to be whipped, and John Hathorne,
who as a judge in 1692, had accused Sarah Good of witchery
and sentenced her.

These stories possessed. his psyche

with their guilt--the guilt of his ancestors.

Perhaps

much of Hawthorne's writing deals with Puritanism because
he was trying to purge himself and atone for his forefathers'
dastard actions, and writing was the only recourse he knew.
Finally, womanhood. as Hawthorne er.visioned it and
his decision to victimize his female characters need
to be briefly examined.

At first glance, it may appear

unusual that the sensitive, fragile Hawthorne, cast
the majority of his female characters as victims.
However, upon closer examination, the reader realizes that
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Hawthorne was realistically portraying women as he saw them
in New England society.

His Puritan forefathers revered

women and placed them on pedestals. Their role was to
function as spiritual guides to their families and remain
quietly in their homes, raising the children and guarding
the sanctity of the family name and honor.

They were to

obey submissively the dictates of their husbands and their
societies. Those women who denied rebelliously society's
standards, were ostracized and cast outside of Eden, as
was Hawthorne's Hester. (Even Hawthorne's progressive
society tended to stigmatize women who dared to exert
their intellect and individuality.)

However, by obeying

the rules of this harsh and predominantly male Puritan
society, many of these women fell victim.
were spotless, but empty and sterile.
are such women.

Their lives

Hepzibah and Hilda

Hawthorne was a literary genius in that

he captured the essence of the New England Puritan woman.
As

ina Baym says,
What his [Hawthorne's] fiction does ..•
is examine the relations between men and women,
dramatize male attitudes toward women, and
show how these attitudes affect women's lives.
Moreover, in his later works he attempts to
represent a variety of feminine types and
variations within
pes--to portray women as
whole individuals.
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Consequently, Hawthorne, through his writing, gave the
world an accurate picture of women and their society.

45
Although Hawthorne's portrayal of women is an emulation

of his society, his fascination with the victimization of
women is evident.

He, as the large number of his female

characters gives evidence, was fascinated with the role
of women.

His novels examine every model of womanhood,

includ ing the fallen woman, the socially entrapped matron,
and the tempted, young virgin.

Although his female char

acters encompass a menagerie of historical settings, social
classes, and theologies, each is a sensitive study in
womanhood.

Perhaps Hawthorne's own sensitivity and vul

nerability make him more perceptive to women and their
victimization.

Certainly, the lack of a father or father

figure in his youth strengthened the influence his mother
and sisters exerted over him.

Nonetheless, the reasons

for Hawthorne's extensive use of women as victims in his
writing is secondary; the speculations are endless.

Of

importance, however, are the quality and validity with
which he portrays the victimization of his heroines.
Consequently, his women are among the most memorable in
American literature.

Chapter II
Hester Prynne in� Scarlet Letter is the most
famous and emphatic example of Hawthorne's women who
fall vie tim to their Puritan society.

J!'urthermore, her

characterization is the most complex.

As Nina Baym says,

Through her Hawthorne touches on many issues
of importance to women: loneliness, aban
donment, the difficulties of supporting
oneself, the conflicts of motherhood, the
problems of the powerless. Other aspects
of her situation--the fate of passion in
a repressive society, the individual against
the group, inner morality versus external
law--transcend sex. 61
Although the novel was not the author's first attempt
at ridiculing the :Puritans and their institutions, it
was his most adamant and profound.

Set in Boston,

Massachusetts, in the 1640's, it is the story of Hester
Prynne and her fall from grace, expulsion from the
garden--as represented by the New World--and recovery
and self-redemption.
When the reader of The Scarlet Letter first sees
Hester, she, with an infant, is being led out of a dreary
jail and made to stand on a scaffold, facing her judges
and peers--the entire New England community.
describes her as follows:

Hawthorne
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The young woman was tall, with a figure of
perfect elegance on a large scale. She had
dark and abundant hair, so glossy that it
threw off the sunshine with a gleam, and a
face which, besides being beautiful from
regularity of features and richness of
complexion, had the impressiveness be
longing to a marked brow and deep black
eyes. She was ladylike, too, after the
manner of feminine gentility of those
days; characterized by a certain state
and dignity, rather than by the delicate,
evanescent, and indescribaole grace which
is now recognized as its indication. And
never had Hester Prynne appeared more lady
like, in the antique interpretation of th�
term, than as she issued from the prison. 2
The modern reader is immediately impressed with the woman's
physical attractiveness and questions her appearance on
the scaffold--one of many Puritanical devices used for
ridicule and punishment.

However, Hawthorne's contempo

raries would have been quicker--like her Puritan peers-to judge her as a threat and menance to the quiet Boston
community.

The reader of the mid-nineteenth century would

have been quick to grasp the connotation of Hawthorne's
heroine's hair color.

His audience would have recognized

the implication of a dark-haired woman as being passionate
and not totally pure.

Nonetheless, her dark beauty and

delicate, ladylike manner soften the reader's initial
impression of her.

Even when the reader learns her crime

is adultery, he is hesitant to criticize and judge her.
As Seymour Gross says, "We sympathize with Hester at first
because of her personal attraction, and our sympathy deepens
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throughout the story because we see that she is more sinned

against than sinning. 11 63

Hester, however, was guilty; she

was guilty of adultery, and her neighbors and friends, who
had ordained themselves as God's avengers, demanded retri

bution.

Her punishment--lessened from the death penalty-

because her husband was thought to be dead and because

of her youthfulness--was required to wear visibly an "A"

on her bosom.

Consequently, Hester, a harmless young

woman, who had succumbed to the passion of her nature

and heart, became a victim of her society and was sentenced

to spend her

ife as an outcast with no help or sympathy

from her Puritan peerage.

Even the female segment of Hester's society was

compassionless and quick to demand penance.

In contrast

to the gentle beauty of Hester, Hawthorne, in the first

scaffold scene, describes the women who have come along

with the men to judge Hester as harsh, physically robust

matrons:

They were her pHester's] countrywomen; and the
beef and ale o their native land, with a moral
diet not a whit more refined, e te ed largely
into their compostion. The bright morning sun,
therefore, shone on broad shoulders and well
developed busts, and on round and rudddy cheeks,
that had ripened in the far-off island, and
had hardly yet grown paler or thinner in the
atmosphere of New England. (S.L., pp. 54-53.)
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Although the New World was considered a new, virgin land,
the female population of 1�ew mgland was not softened by
the land's tranquility and promise of being a new �arden
The remarks of some of the women who stood in

of Eden.

judgment of Hester on this day give evidence of their
Old World severity and harshness.

One elderly woman

who served as a spokeswoman for the crowd of gossips
said:
Goodwives, . • • I'll tell ye a piece of my
mind. It would be greatly for the public behoof,
if the women, being of mature age and churcih
members in good repute, should have the handling
of such malefactresses as this Hester �rynne.
What think ye, gossips? If the hussy stood up
for judgrnent before us five, that are now here
in a knot together, would she come off with
such a sentence as the worshipful magistrates
have awarded? Marry, I trow not!" CS.L., p. 53.)
11

The women obviously felt Hester's sen�ence--pronounce d by
the male judges--had been too lenient.

Une of the women

even suggested that Hester's sentence should have been
death:
"This woman had brought shame upon us all, and
ought to die. Is there not law for it? Truly
there is, both in the Scripture and the statute
book. Then let the magistrates, who have made
it of no effect, thank themselves if their
own wives and daughters go astray!" (S.L., p. 53.)
Hawthorne appears to have embodied all of the prejudice,
self-righteousness, and superiority of the Puritan race
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in these compassionless, judging old hags who seem never
t o have experienced the joys and beauty of youthfulness.
The appearance of .these severe Puritan matrons in
the second chapter of the novel has the effect of making
Hester's appearance, which immediately follows their
condemnation of her, more striking.

Her femininity,

dark beauty, and youthfulness make the reader more aware
of her susceptibility and more sympathetic of her passion
and sin.

It is inconceivable that any of the females

Hawthorne describes in· this early passage could commit

a crime of the heart and passion, and adul tery.

However,

u nbeknown to the Puritans, Hester is the epitome of the
independent spirit that fulfilled the American dream�
Of the group of women who openingly judge Hester,
only one young woman realizes the effect the "A" has on
Hester.

She says:

"' . . . let her cover the mark as

she will, the pang of it will be always in her heart.'"
(S.L., p. 53.)

She is the only one of the group who

seems to understand the pain and guilt that results
from sin.
of sin:

She appears cognizant of the personal reckoning
physical punishments--no matter how severe--

can be as piercing and absolute as the torture the
conscience imposes on the sinner.

Fittingly, at the

third scaffold scene, Hawthorne reveals to his audience
that this sensitive, young woman has died, leaving the
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readers with the inference that the author feels that no
one who shows sensitivity towards humanity can survive
for any length of time in the Puritans' dictatorial world.
Certainly, Hawthorne had difficulty surviving in a world
that was scarred with the sins of his ancestors.
The women's adamant criticism and ostracism of Hester
also intensify for the reader the extent to which she was
s ubjected and enshrouded in the community's isolation.
Instead of showing understanding for the passions Hester
has felt, the members of her own sex damned her.

Their

lack of tolerance for the heart is so austere &s to
demand her death.

Their indignation serves to make

the reader more sympathetic of her because he realizes
she is totally alone in the New World; every segment of
the community--including her sisterhood--is intolerant of
her feelings and needs.

Hawthorne--with the emotionally

sterile Puritans--is successful in making the displaced
Hester the Puritans' foil.

Stuart Sherman says:

In Hester . . . it is manifest that Hawthorne
intended to present an individual. She is
differentiated by her rich dark beauty, her
voluptuous Oriental taste for the gorgeously
beautiful, and by her aspect, when she is
flushed with momentary joy, of a heroine of
romance. But her most interesting distinction
is her moral independence and orginality . . . .
though her punishment causes her shame and
suffering, it does not appear to bring her
to any clear state of contrition or repen
tance. She !'eels that society by making
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her an outcast has served her obligation to it.
For it, she exists only as a terrible example.
For herself, she is a free spirit liberated in
a moral wilderness with her own way to make
and take. 64
Hester, with her free spirit and lack of severe Puritanical
morals, is symbolic of the freedom and tolerance that the
Puritans sought in America.

Ironically, once the somber,

gray-clad race reached the shores of America, the New
Israel, they assumed the prejudice, ridicule, and cruelty
of the individuals whom they had escaped in �ngland.
Hester never feels remorse for her individualistic
actions--shades of Transcendentalism.

However, she daily

feels the pangs of isolation and ostracism she has incurred.
Although Hester submissively accepts the Puritan
community's punishment--wearing the "A"--she richly em
b ellishes it with her handiwork.

Hawthorne describes the

symbol of her sin as Hester stands on the scaffold for
the first time after the birth of her child:
On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth,
surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and
fantastic flourishes of gold thread, appeared
the letter A. It was so artistically done,
and with so much fertility and gorgeous
luxuriance of fancy, that it had all the
effect of a last and fitting decoration to
the apparel which she wore; and which was
of a splendor in accordance with the taste
of the age, but greatly beyond what was
allowed by the sumptuary regulations of
the colony. (S.L., pp. 54-55.)
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The skill with which Hester embroiders the stigma of her
sin gives evidence of h�r femininity and Old World refine
ment which are in opposition to the harshness and drabness
t hat now encompass her.

The effect of the "A "--when first

viewed by her peers and judges--is so startling and in
such direct contrast to her surroundings that it places
her in a mystical aura.
of the badge:

Hawthorne describes the power

"It had the effect of a spell, taking her

out of the ordinary relations with humanity, and inclosing
[sic] her in a sphere by herseli'. 11

(S.L., p. 55.)

embroidered "A" has a dual meaning in the novel.

'.I.'he
It not

only serves as a visible sign to the Puritan community
and any outsider who happens to enter the confines of
the settlement of her adultery, but also as a symbol of
her passion, femininity, and rebelliousness.

Consequently,

it further casts her aside--just as Hawthorne's leisurely
craft of writing made him a misfit in his functional and
materialistic society--as an outcast in the wilderness.
Arlin Turner says:

"The color of the letter and the embroi

dery with which Hester decorates it suggest the richness
of her nature and the independence of her mind.1165 The
elaborately crafted "A," unbeknown to the narrow-minded
Puritans, is Hester's ridicule of the �uritan society
and its biased laws.
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However, Hester's skill at sewing also allows her a live
lihood and enables her to live independently of the
community:
Lonely as was·Hester's situation, and with
out a friend on earth who dared to show himself,
she, however, incurred no risk of want. She
possessed an art that sufficed, even in a land
that afforded comparatively little scope for
her thriving infant and herself. It was the
art--then, as now, almost the only one within
a woman's grasp--of needlework. (S.L., p. 81.)
The Puritan men of state and religion and their ladies
are quick to ignore the implications of dealing with a
sinful woman to satisfy their vanities.

Consequently,

they employ her service for embellishing their gloves,
large ruffs, and burial robes; however, they never forget
their bigotry and haughtiness to the extent that they
allow Hester to craft their wedding dresses:
Her needle-work was seen on the ruff of the
Governor; military men wore it on their scarfs,
and the minister on his band; it decked the
baby's little cap; it was shut up, to be
mildewed and moulder away, in the coffins
of the dead. But it is not recorded that,
in a single instance, her skill was called
in aid to embroider the white veil which was
to cover the pure blu�hes of a bride. The
exception indicated the ever relentless
vigor with which societ� frowned upon her
sin. (S.L., pp. 82-b3.J
The women in the Puritan community are willing to overlook
Hester's sin and associate with her to fulfill their showy
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display of position and prestige; however, they, with their
supercilious morals, will not allow her to tarnish the
purity of their brides.

With their denial of her services

on wedding garments,they continaully remina her of their
superiority and hypocrisy and tighten--as Waggoner says--

the
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magic circle' around her, so that even in

t he crowd she was always alone. 11 66

.6ver mindful of her

fellow women's condemnation of her, Hester seeks to live
in the isolated confines of her own world--seclucted in
the wilderness that bordered th� Puritan community--with
only her thoughts and the impish Pearl for comradeship.
The male segment of the Puritan society are largely
responsible as the instruments of God's moral and civil
laws for the sentence passed on Hester and the constant
scrutiny that follows her,although by not inflicting the
death penalty that appears on the statute books for adultery
they appear more compassionate.

They not only initially

judge and sentence her when they accuse her of adultery
and require her to wear the "A," but also as Pearl, the
offspring of Hester's sin, grow� they continue to judge
harshly the adulteress.

After several years of torturing

her with the humilation of the badge and ostracism from
their elite circle, they again inflict their arrogant
feelings of moral superiority qver her when they, in
their scholarly and ecclesiastical discussions, question
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her ability and right to raise a child.

With the excuse of

taking Governor Bellingham some gloves, Hester gains entrance
into the elderly man's mansion a d takes advantage of the
encounter to learn more of the plot to deprive her of
Pearl.

Bellingham confirms her fears:
Hester Prynne • • • there hath been much
question concerning thee, of late. The point
hath been weightily discussed, whether we, that
are of authority and influence, do well discharge
our consciences by trusting an immortal soul,
such as there is in yonder child, to the guid
ance of one who hath stumbled and fallen, amid
the pitfalls of this world. Speak thou, the
child's own mother. Were it not, thinkest
thou, for thy little one's temporal and
eternal welfare, that she be taken out of
thy charge, and clad soberly, and disciplined
strictly, and instructed in the truths of
heaven and earth? What canst thou do for the
child in this kind?" ( S .1. , pp. 109-10.)
11

Hester has paid the price of conceiving and giving birth to
Pearl with the threat of eternal darnnation--according to her
peers--and ridicule and ostracism from her fellowman.

.Further

more, the badge of shame that is the punishment for her
passion daily reminds her of her sin and isolates her from
humanity.

The Puritan community freely judges Hester and

continues throughout the years succeeding her crime to
make her the subject of their sermons; however, they do
nothing to salvage her soul.

Instead, they push her closer

to the brink of eternal damnation by threatening to take
her daughter, her source of salvation, away.
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As the elite Puritans again openly discuss Hester's

fate, she reminds the austere men of the original punish
ment they have inflicted on her and its moral lesson:
this badge hath taught me,--it daily teaches

t1 I

m e,--it is teaching me at this mornent,--lessons whereof
my child may be wiser and better .

111

(S.L., p. 110.)

Hester plays on the men's pride in her endeavor to keep
Pearl by emphasizing the moral instruction the
on her.

11

A 11 had

She argues that it has made her ever conscious

of sin and its consequences.

Therefore, she explains

that she, who is entrapped by sin, is a better mother
and moral guide for her daughter because she has been
forced to live under the Puritan community's scrutiny
and retribution.

Her judges, however, are not softened

by her speech; instead, they remain adamant in their
decision to remove the child from her custody and guid
ance.

Losing her self-poise and the submissiveness that

is expected and required of a woman and sinner, Hester
emotionally and defiantly--the first time since she
acquired her badge of sin--speaks against her peers:
• . He gave her, in
11 God gave me the child. •
requital of all things else, wnich ye had taken
from me. She is my happiness!--she is my tortue
[sic J , none the less! Pearl keeps me here in
life! Pearl punishes me too! See ye not, she
is the scarlet letter, only capable of being
loved, and so endowed with a million-fold the
power of retribution for my sins? Ye shall not
take her! I will die first!" (S.L., p. 112.)
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After years of quietly and submi8sively accepting the
Puritans' judgments that have ruled her life, she openly
and forcefully challenges--in the manner of Margaret
Fuller of Hawthorne's day--bellingham and the elders of
the community.

She reminds them that God with His love-

in spite of the harsh picture th&t had been painted of
Him by the Puritan theologians--has given her the child.
The love the mother feels for Pearl has a greater influ
ence on her than the lifeless "A."

'l'he child is Hester's

salvation--not the cold, judgmental ways of the Puritans
who have isolated her.

Unbeknown to the Puritans, love

and involvement with life are what Hester needs to salvage
her soul.
Although Hester is ordered by her peers to wear the
"A," there is never any stipulation that she remain within
the confines of the Puritan jurisdiction.

She can freely

leave the community or New World any time that she chooses;
however, Hester is a strong woman who openingly recognizes
her own sin and willingly accepts her earthly punishment.
Consequently, she and Pearl live alone on the outskirts
of the Puritan town, signifying to the world Hester's
sin and expulsion from society:
Here • • . had been the scene of her guilt,
and here should be the scene of her earthly
punishment; and so, perchance, the torture
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of her daily shame would at length purge her
soul, and work out another purity than that
which she had lost; more saint-like, because
the result of martyrdom. (S.1., p. 80.)
Hester realizes that leaving the colony would not purge
her of her sin and therefore stays to face the snobbish
glares of her peers and the taunts from the neighborhood
children.

She feels only God c an remove her sin; therefore,

she remains alone with Pearl, accepting her lifetime punish
ment of isolation and humiliation:
In all her intercourse with society, however,
there was nothing that made her feel as if
she belonged to it. Every gesture, every
word, and even the silence of those with
whom she came in contact, implied, and often
expressed, that she was banished, and as
much alone as if she inhabitea another sphere,
or communicated with the common nature by
other organs and senses than the rest of
human kind. She stood apart from mortal
interests, yet close beside them, like a
ghost that revisits the familiar fireside,
and can no longer make itself seen or felt;
no more smile with the household joy, nor
mourn with the kindred sorrow; or, shoula
it succeed in manifesting its forbidden
sympathy, awakening only terror and horrible
repugnance. These emotions, in fact, and
its bitterest scorn besides, seemea to be
the sole portion that she retained in the
universal heart. (.§..:.b., p. b4.)
Hester--like Nathaniel Hawthorne--looks at the community
with its stimulating life as an observer.

She is unhappy

with her lonely, isolated life, but realizes there is
nothing she can do to alleviate her situation.

Fleeing

the township would remove the piercing, numiliating glares
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of her peers, but it would not free her heart or soul
of its tarnish or anguish.
the emblazoned "A."

Only a merciful G-o d can lift

Her Puritan townspeople judge and

sentence her, but even they cannot remove the inner misery
she continuously feels as a result of her one passionate
a ct, adultery .
.B'urthermore, time does not erase the "A" from Hester's
consciousness.

The badge, although only a public symbol

of her sin, like an infected cut, remains sensitive.

Any

unconscious glare by a stranger triggers renewable pain
for Hester:

" . . . the spot never grew callous; it seemed,

on the contrary, to grow more sensitive with daily torture."
(S.L., p. 85.)

The sympathetic young Puritan woman who

stands among the crowd of matronly women on the first
scaffold scene is prophetic in recognizing the enduring
effects the

"A"

would have.

The punishment the Puritans

deal Hester is very personal:

the "A" does not cause the

physical pain that a whipping might, but the mental anguish
it causes is excruciating.

Hester's isolation, �xcept for

her daughter who is a constant reminder of her mother's
fall, and the ceaseless ridicule from both the adults
and children of the Puritan community cannot release her
from the pangs of her sin.

Her pain is very real, and

unfortunately, it cannot be shared or lessened in severity
by anyone.
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The Puritans, however, with their righteous self
concept, decide they can remove Hester's punishment as
f reely as they had inflicted it.

Over the years Hester's

work and charity are recognized by the community, and
although she is still not accepted socially, the courage
and stamina she shows are noticed and admired by the
townspeople:
Individuals in private life, meanwhile, had
quite forgiven Hester Prynne for her frailty;
nay, more, they had begun to look upon the
scarlet letter as the token, not of that one
sin, for which she had borne so long and dreary
a penance, but of her many good deeds since.
(S.L., p. 161.)
Gradually, the elders came to recognize Hester's good.
Since her sentence seven years ear�ier, she has unobtrusively
led an exemplary life.

Consequently, the town's elders

discuss the possibility of removing her baage of shame.
However, Hester, with deep, genuine religious conviction,
scoffs at the idea of removing the symbol of her sin:
"It lies not in the pleasure of the magistrates
to take off this badge. . . • Were I worthy to
be quit of it, it would fall away of its own
nature, or be transformed into something that
should speak a different purport." (S.1., p. 168.)
Hawthorne portrays Hester--a woman and a publicly accused
sinner--as superior among his characters from the Puritan
community.

She alone shows humility and sensitivity.

Only

Hester, with her uncanny understanding of sin, realizes
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that man can neither sentence his fellow man for his sin
nor can he, with his humble and low state, remove sin.
The power to abolish sin is beyond that even of tht elect
Puritans.
Hester's peers, however, are not her only source of
ridicule and isolation.

Hawthorne cunningly intensifies

Hester's plight by having her also fall victim to her
child and only source of human companionship.

Pearl

is so imbued with her mother's independent and strong will
that Hester continuously worries about her daughter's
future and soul.

The child is a mirror reflecting her

mother's spirit:
She [Hester] could recognize her wila, desperate,
defiant mood, the flightiness of her temper,
and even some of the very cloud-shapes of gloom
and despondency that had brooded in her heart.
They were now illuminated by the morning radiance
of a young child's disposition, but, later, in
the day of earthly existence, might be prolific
of the storm and whirlwind. (S.L., p. 90.)
God has magnified Hester 1 s recognition of her own faults
that led to her moral fall by giving her a daughter who
embodies her own wild, free spirit and questioning and
ridicule of her society and its mores.

This reco6nition

intensifies Hester's pain because she fears Pearl might,

too, inevitably fall victim to the stern, dogmatic Puritans
in the future.
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Pearl, because of her mother's sin, cilso is a social
The Puritans with their superior wisdom have

outcast.

judged the child to be markea by the devil and have
extended their stigma for her mother to her:
was a born outcast of the infantile world.

"Pearl
An imp of

e vil, emblem and pro duet of sin, she had no right among
christened infants.

(S.L., p. 92.)

Hester accepts her

expulsion from Eden and adjusts her life accordingly.
However, Pearl, who is a modern, intense magnification

of her mother's youthful spirit and aecadence, refuses to

succumb

tQ those who consider themselves superior to her.

Xhe chil ren of the

y w,ho · - e t

images of their eld rs, are th

- ou ygung
r · ng r.

At

times Pearl attacks the Puritan chi ctren not only ve b 1 y
but also physically:
If the children gathered about her . . , e� l
would grow positively terrible in her puny wrath,
snatching up stones to fling at them, with
shrill, incoh rent, exc �mations that made her
mother tremble, because they had so much the
sound of a witch's anathemas in some unKnown
tongue . (.§.:li..:_, p. 9 3. )
Pearl appears in the novel as Hester's strong sp rit, which
has been broken by the Puritans, actively and freely re

tataliating against those who inf ict th ir sternness
on others:

"She [Pe arl] never created a friend, but

seemed always to be sowing broadcast the dragon's t eth,
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whence sprung a harvest of armed enemies, against whom she
rushed to battle.

(S.L., p. 94.)

at odds with her society.

The child seems always

Unable to join it, she appears

determined to ridicule a�a taunt it.

Consequently, Pearl-

a n intense reflection of her mother's deserted spirit-
constantly reminds her of the price of non-conformity
and sin.
At times Pearl's behavior and nature are so overcast
with demonic shadows that even Hester equates the child with
the devil that the Puritans claim was her heritage.

Seeing

her only child--paid for with such high stakes--impish and
defiant causes Hester to question whether her offense was
not as damning as she had been taugnt:

"Day after day,

she looked fearfully into the child's ex�anding nature,
ever dreading to detect some dark and wild peculiarity
that should correspond with the guiltiness to which
she owed her being."

(S.L., p. 86.)

hester can accept

her own sin, but she cannot reckon with the possibility
of her sin's being passed on to her offspring.

Like

Hawthorne, Hester finds this passage of sin from one
generation to the next too much responsibility for an
individual to endure.

This thought brings Hester's sin

closer to her than any punishment the Puritans could inflict
on her.

Hester's fear of Pearl's damnation ceaselessly

reminds her of her one brief lapse with God's and mads
law.
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In the novel Pearl is a weak character in that
Hawthorne did not realistically portray a child of her

age.

Her actions and comments are far too mature for a

child of about seven years old.
of an allegorical figure.

Instead, Pearl is more

She represents sin in the

novel, and it is her role in her naiveti to torment her

m other with her innocent taunting of the letter.

An

example of this aspect of Pearl's character appears in
t he scene when Hester reveals to Arthur Dimmesdale, the
accomplice in the adultery, Chillingworth's identity as
her husband and then removes the "A 11 from her clothing.
This act of removing her emblem of sin is symbolic of

the openness and truthfulness that now exists between
the two lovers:

11

The stigma gone, Hester heaved a long

d eep sigh, in which the burden of shame and anguish departed from her spirit.

O, exquisite relief!"

However, when Pearl sees her mother without the

(S.L., p. 201.)
11

A, 11 she

refuses to come to her, although her mother threatens
her with punishment:
But Pearl, not a whit startled at her
mother's threats, any more than mollified
by her entreaties, now sud denly burst in a
fit of passion, gesticulating violently and
throwing her small figure into the most
extravagant contortions. �he accompanied
this wild outbreak witn piercing shrieks,
which the woods reverberated on all sides;
so that, alone as she was in her childish
and unreasonable wrath, it seemed as if a
hidden multitude were lending her their
sympathy and encouragement. 0een in the
brook once more was the shadowy wrath of
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Pearl's image, crowned and girdled with flowers,
but stamping its foot, wildly gesticulating, and,
in the midst of all, still pointing its small
forefinger at Hester's bosom! (S.L., pp. 208-09.)
For Hester there iS' no relief from her sins.
mercy, not even in her daughter.

There is no

The letter's grip on

her is relentless, as are her lost husband's ever-piercing
Instead of being a comfort for Hester, Pearl is

eyes.

often a torment. Although Hester cherishes her daughter,
the little girl is a constant reminder to the mother of
her sin.

By living on the outskirts of the Puritan village,

Hester can limit and control her contact with her judging
peers; however, there is no escaping Pearl and her haunt
ingly free spirit.

The child ceaselessly reminds Hester

of her once independent spirit ana her subsequent fall.
The popular Puritan priest, Arthur Dimmesdale, is also
a persistent reminder of the meaning of the "A" which Hester
wears. Arthur, who is ace la irned an outstanding citizen
and clergyman by the Puritan community, is a hypocrite
a nd coward.

He had been willing to have an adulterous

relationship with Hester, but when their crime of passion-
w hich resulted in the conception of �earl--becomes public,
he shuns and deserts her.

Consequently, Hester is forced

t o face the humilation of their sin and raise the child
alone.

Dimmesa.ale will have no share in a public confession:

his selfish ambition and weak character do not allow it.
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On the night Dimmesdale stands vigil on the scaffold,
Pearl asks the minister if he will stand in the daylight
Ironically, this man of the

with her and her mother.

m inistry, who is willing in the cloak of the night to
c onfess his sin, refuses:

'"At the judgment day!

. . . Then, and there, before the judgment seat, thy
mother, and thou, and I must stand together!

But the

d aylight of this world shall not see our meeting! '"

(f.L., p. 152.)

The minister is tormented by the secret

of his participation in the adulterous affair; however,
he cannot bolster his courage to confess, although he
realizes that confession is necessary for peace with
himself and salvation with God.
Up until the time of the adultery, Dirumesdale has
i

been ar honest and moral person, but his sin and inability
to confess it have perverted even this good man's inten
tions.

Perhaps he is too idealistic and noble to survive

in a world of sinners.

His worse sin is not the partic

ipation in the adultery, bu1, keeping the knowledge of th
sin to himself.

He preaches confession and redemption

to his parishioners, but his own pride will not allow
him to heed his teachings.

Therefore, his concealed

sin eats at him as a worm would a corpse--slowly, but with
ravenous appetite.

Gradually, his hypocrisy leads to his

loss of self-esteem and respect:

11 •

•

•

by the constitution

of his nature, he loved the truth and loathed the lie, as
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few men ever did.

Therefore, above all things else, he

loathed his miserable self!

(S.L., p. 143.)

Dimmesdale's

p ride and weakness, however, prevent him from publicly
confessing his sin and ultimately result in self-annihi
lation.
Arthur Dimmesdale's secret bears so heavily on his
conscience that it eventually alters his physical appear
ance:
His form grew emaciated; his voice, though still
rich and sweet, had a certain melancholy prophecy
of decay in it; he was often observed, on any
slight alarm or other sudden accident, to put
his hand over his heart, with first a flush
and then a paleness, indicative of pain.
(S.L., p. 119.)

Throughout the course of the seven years that the novel
covers, as Dimmesdale's conscience overwhelms and consumes
him, his habit of covering his heart intensifies--as if he
feels his hand can hide from the community and God his
sin of the heart, passion.

The nightly vigils, fastings,

and physical torture that he submits do not cleanse his
soul, but instead, scourge

his body.

The townspeople,

seeing Dimmesdale's health rapidly deteriorate and his
nervous habit of placing his hand over his heart increase,
are at a loss to help their brilliant young minister.
Only Dimmesdale and Hester know the cause of his affliction,
but even Hester, the partner in his sin, cannot help.
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Hester's badge of shame and tarnished reputation place
her beyond Dimmesdale' s cry for help.

Cmly in Hester

can he confide and eventually find salvation, but his
pride and position prevent their communication and
contact until it is too late.
Throughout the years of hypocrisy and inner turmoi l,
Dimmesdale envies Hester.

With Pearl, Hester openly faces

her accusers and accepts their punishment •

.Because of

the exposure of her crime, the minister feels her accep
tance of her sin is made easier:
Happy are you, Hester, that wear the scarlet
letter openly upon your bosom! · JV!iue burns in
secret! Thou little knowest what a relief it
is, after the torment of a seven years' cheat,
to look into an eye that recognizes me for what
I am! Had I one frie11d,--or were it my worst
enemy!--to whom, when sickened with the praises
of all other men, I could daily betake myself,
and be known as the vilest of all sinners,
methinks my soul might keep itself alive
thereby. Even thus much of truth would save
me! But, now, it is all falsehood!--all
emptiness!--all death!" (S.L., p. 191.)
11

Unbeknown to Dimmesdale, however, is the pain that is
Hester's as she beholds her lover's physical decay.
Hester shares in the knowledge of the reason for the
minister's failing health and spirit, but is not allowed
to help him.

His decay intensifies the pain and recog

nition of the consequences of her passion and sin.

Idly

and helplessly, she watches the man whom she has truly
loved and protected destroy himself.
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Finally, after years of keeping quiet and watching
Dimmesdale succumb to his own guilt and Chillingworth's
devilish examination and delving into the minister's soul,
she breaks her promise of secrecy to her husband and
reveals his identity.

This effort of hers to save her

former lover is her first private communication or contact
with him since the birth of Pearl.

Hester emotionally

tries to explain the rational of her secrecy to Dimmesdale:
0 Arthur • • • forgive me! In all things
else, I have striven to be true! lruth was
the one virtue which I might have held fast,
and did hold fast through all extremity; save
when thy good,--thy life,--thy fame,--were put
in question! Then I consented to a deception.
But a lie is never good, even though death
threaten on the other side! Dost thou not
see what I would say? That old man!--the
physician!--he whom was my husband!' 1 (S
.L.,
p. 192.)
1

Hester makes the supreme sacrifice of compromising her own
integrity in an endeavor to save Dimmesdale's life.

This

is the first instance--the betrayal of Chillingworth's
secret--of dishonesty in Hester and comes only after
much deliberation.

However, she values her lover's

life above the consequences of breaking Chillingworth's
oath.

Nonetheless, Dimmesdale again shows himself to

be weak and hypocritical in this instance.

]orgetting

that the past seven years of his ministry have been a
lie, he vehemently judges Hester:
art accountable for this!
(S.L., p. 193.)

"'Woman, woman, thou

I cannot forgive thee!"'
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Dimmesdale--the one human in the entire l'uritan community
who should have felt compassion and forgiveness for her-
forces his harsh judgment on her by momentarily refusing
to forgive her.

His denial of pity and understanding

of her is the harshest and cruelest blow yet dealt Hester.
She alone has suffered and endured her peers' judgment
and ostracism only now to feel Dimmesdale's scorn.

She

has loved him and protected his secret, but there is
nothing she can do to salvage his soul.

This knowledge

is the cruelest consequence of their sin for her.

unly

Dimmesdale's annihilation of himself causes Hester remorse
for t1e couple's sin of passion.

Roger Uhillingworth, Hester'

supposed y dece sed

husband, is another reminder of her fall. Like a ghost
from the past he ironically reappears in her life the day
she stands on the scaffold with the infant Pearl.

Hester

never loved Chillingworth and never professed to.

'l'heir

marriage, performed in the Old Country, had been a marriage
of convenience--the groom being an elderly man of means-
rather than of love.

In an interview with Uhillingworth,

Hester reiterates her marital feelings:
knowest that I was frank with thee.
feigned any.'"

(S.L., p. 75.)

1 '

•

thou

I felt no love, nor

Chillingworth, however,

had initially felt warmth for his young bride and hoped
that with time she, too, would reciprocate his feelings;
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"My heart was a habitation large enough for
many guests, but lonely and chill, and without
a household fire. I longed to kindle one! It
seemed not so wild a dream,--old as I was, and
sombre as I was, and misshapen as I was,--that
the simple bliss, which is scattered far and
wide, for all mankind to gather up, might yet
be mine. And so, Hester, I drew thee into my
heart, · nto its innermost chamber, o.nd sought
to warm thee by the warmth which t.hy presence
made there? 11 (S.L., p. 75.)
Their separation--he sends her ahead to the New World wnile
he finishes some business--and the report of his death
prevent this from happening.

Hester's r8cognition of her

husband while standing on the scaffold intensifies her
feelings of shame and guilt that day:
Could it be true? She clutched th8 child so fiercely
to her breast, that it sent forth a cry; she turnea
her eyes downward at the scarlet letter, and even
touched it with her finger, to assure herself that
the infant and the shame were real. Yes!--these
were her realities,--all else nad vanished! (S.1.,
p. 60,)

Hester's husband, standing among her judgmental peers,
compounds the reality of her sin.
Throughout the novel, Chillingworth serves as the
antagonist, the self-appointed avenger for God.

He excludes

Hester from his vindictiveness because of her youthfulness
and

the rumor of his own death:
•
•
I betrayed thy buuding youth in'to a false
and unnatural relation with my decay. Therefore,
as a man who has not thought ann philosophized
11•
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in vain, I seek no vengeance, plot no evil
against thee. Be tween thee and me, the
sea le hangs fairly balanced. ( S. L. , p. 75,)
Chillingworth realizes he had been wrong to expect Hester
t o love him and to wait for him, altnough it was r·umored
he was lost at sea.

Furthermore, he is satisfied that

Hester had been identified as a sinner and believes her
emblem of shame, the "A,

11

to be sufficient punishment

for her, but he is dissatisfied that her lover, Dimmesdale,
is unidentified and consequently unpunisheo:
she [HesterJ will be a living sermon
against sin, until the ignominious letter be
engraved upon her tombstone. It irks me,
nonetheless, that the partner of her iniquity
should not, at �east, stand on the scaffold
by her side. But he will Ot known!--he will
be known!--he will be known! 11 (S.L., p. 64,)
11•

Chillingworth appoints himself to the mission of identifying
his wife's lover and punishing nirn.

Retribution becomes

his only purpose in life.
In an endeavor to accomplish his mission, Chillingworth
again victimizes Hester.

He requests that she keep his

identity a secret:
"There are none in this lano that know me.
Breathe not, to any human soul, that thou
didst ever call me husband! Here, on this
wild outskirt of the earth, I shall pitch
my tent; for, elsewhere a wanderer, and
isolated from human interests, I find here
a woman, a man, a child, amongst whom and
myself there exist the closest legaments.
No matter whether of love or hate; no matter
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whether of right or wrong! Thou and thine,
Hester Prynne, belong to me. My home is
where thou art, and where he is. But betray
me not!" (S.L., pp . 76-77,)
Out of a feeling of guilt for her sin and pity for her
cuckolded husband, she succumbs to his wish and inadvertently
b ecomes a participant in his obsession to recognize her
partner in sin.

For seven years she help�essly watches

her husband meticulously scrutinize and stalk Dimmesdale,
hypocritically posing as the ill man's friend and physi
cian.

In an interview with the physician, Hester verbally

attacks Chillingworth for his behavior and attempt at
retribution on the minister:
You are
11 You tread behind his every footstep.
beside him sleeping and walking. You search
his thoughts. You burrow and rankle in his
heart. Your clutch is on his life, and you
cause him to die daily a livin6 death; and
still he knows you not. In permitting this,
I have surely acted a fa�se part by the only
man to whom the power was leJt me to be true!"
( S .L. , p. 16 9.)
Although she can readily see the damnin 0 effects of her
promise, her integrity prevents her from breaking her oath.
Chillingworth realizes Hester--although when he first
saw her in the New World she was a fallen woman--is honest
and loyal, and thereby, he can rely on her silence.

Only

after seven years of self-doubt over her decision to keep
Chillingworth's secret--intensified by �he continual decline
of Dimmesdale 1 s health--does she break her promise of silence.
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Just as Hester feels a part in Dimmesdale's decay-
although her role was unintentionai--so does she inadver
tently play a role in Chillingworth's decay as an individual
and member of society.

Although Hester does not directly

cause her husband's loss of humanity and morality, indirectly,
as an adulteress, she does.

Over the years Chi�lingworth's

hatred of Hester's partner in sin takes possession of his
heart and mind, eventually to the extent that h� loses
his soul.

His supreme and only purpose in life comes to

be the annihilation of another human--thereby making his
sin the most damning of the three major characters of the
novel.

Gradually, the loss of his soul to the devil is

symbolized in his changed physical appearance:
. there was something ugiy and evil in his
face, which they had not previously noticed,
and which grew still the more obvious to
sight . . . . According to the vulgar idea,
the fire in his laboratory had been brought
from the lower regions, and was fed with
infernal fuel; and so, as might be expected,
his visage was getting sooty with the smoke.
<�h, p. 121.)
The community which had at first felt fortunate to have
such a scholarly physician as Chillingworth in its midst
begins to equate him with the dark, mysterious herbs that
he gathers.
As he leaves Hester in the forest after her final plea
for Dimmesdale's soul, even she wonders if nature with her
infinite tolerance would not reject him:
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Woulct not the earth, quickened �o an evil purpose
by the sympathy of his eye, greet him with poi
sonous shrubs, of species hitherto unKnown, that
would start up under his fingers? Or might it
suffice him, that every wholesome growth should
be converted into something deleterious and
malignant at his touch? Did the sun, which
shone so brightly everywhere else, really fall
upon him? Or was there, as it rather seemed,
a circle of ominous shaaows moving along with
his deformity, whichever way he turned himself?
. • . would he not sink into the earth, leaving
a barren and blasted spot, where, in due course
of time, would be seen deadly nightshade, dog
wood, henbane . . . . (S.1., p. 174,)
Hester utterly loathes Chillingworth.

She realizes her

affair with Dimmesdale had been sinful, but not to the
extent of Chillingworth's sin--the destruction of a human
heart.

Nonetheless, Chillingworth's sin reminds her not

only of the consequences of sin unrepented, but also of
her own initial sin.

Throughout the novel, Hester never

feels remorse for her own sin--sin of p assion--but only
for the effects it has had on others who allow her crime
of passion to annihilate them.

Chillingworth--the most

damned of the circle of three characters--is consumed by
his hate for Dimmesdale, th& man who hact won his wife's
love and devotion.
Hester--unlike Arthur Dimmesdale--haa confessed her
sin to her peers and accepted their punishment; consequently,
she makes peace with herself ana endures the Puritans'
ostracism and ridicule without bitterness.
Fogle says,

As nichard
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...she [irester] met rigorous cruelty with
kindness, arrogance with numility. .Purthermore,
living as she hos in enforced isolcition has
greatly developed her mind. In her breadth
of intellectual speculation she has freed
herself from any dependence upon the laws
of Puritan society .•..She pays outward
obedience to a system which has no further
power upon her spirit.67
Hester's sin and expulsion from the Puritan community alter
and elevate her character. The young, fragile, and naive
woman who married Roger Chillingworth rapidly develops into
a mature, independent woman who realizes her strength and
uses it to survive alone in expulsion. Her fall makes
her cognizant of her peers' hypocrisies;and she realizes
that she, unlike Dimmesdale, wants no part of such a society.
Although she had sinned, her integrity outweighs her kins
men's.
Furthermore, Hester's sin of passion is minor in
comparison to Arthur's and Roger's.

Arthur cannot Stpbrate

himself from the community and his ministry.
agrees with this view of J.Jimmesdale:

Sherman

"The forms of his

temptation, sin, suffering, struggle, and aspiration are
all strictly determined for him by the pressure of Puritan
society and his clerical profession. 11 b8

The minister's

d riving ambition to be successful and prominent in his
Puritan society prevent him from publicly confessing,
although he realizes this is his only way of attaining
salvation . Instead, he allows his ambition and nypocritical
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morals to rule his actions.
and destroys him.
than Dimmesdale's.

Consequently, his guilt consumes

Chillingworth's sin is even more damning
He seeks to destroy another human's

heart--Dimmesdale's.

He falsely befriends the minister

and meticulously and methodically destroys him.

To

accomplish his revenge, Chillingworth ultimately sells
his soul to the devil.

Hester's sin, however, is a sin

of passion rather than hate.

Therefore, she accepts her

sin and its consequences and continues her life.
result, her fall makes her a better person:

As a

she becomes

more compassionate and tolerant of others who sin.

(Hester

is the epitome of the concept of the "}'ortunate Fall. 11 69

With her adultery and the birth of Pearl, she becomes more
sympathetic and tolerant of the sins of mankind.

She is

able to see through the shallow facades of those who
arrogantly ridicule her·.

Consequently, her stigma of

guilt and humiliation, the "A," comes to represent
to the masses, instead of adultery ana sinfulness.

11

angel"
�hilling

worth, in contrast, allows Hester's sin to gain possession
of his soul and annihilate it.

Insteaa of maturing from

the knowledge of sin, he deteriorates.

He allowed it to

control his life and destroy not only his heart, but also
the heart of another human, Dimmesdale.

As a result,

Chillingworth is the most damned of any of the characters
in the novel.)
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Pearl, although considered impish and at times cruel,
is sufficient reason for Hester to reckon with herself and
society.

Pearl, as her name indicates, is of great value

to Hester; the child has cost her mother her honorable
place in society.

More importantly, however, Pearl is

a constant reminder to Hester of her sin and ultimately
her reason for living, her salvation.
As the years pass, so does the harsh stigma that was
o riginally attached to the "A."
11

Seymour Gross concurs:

The scarlet letter faded out and even acquired another

meaning.

Her life came to blessed uses, with rewards of

love and gratitude from others that reacheo even into
death. 11 70 Hester never fights the Puritan community,

and gradually her goodness and contributions for the benefit

of the village are recognized, but not before the stigma
of the

11

A II des troys her youthfulness and passion:
All the li5ht and graceful foliage of her
character had been withered up by this red-hot
brand, and had long ago fallen away, leaving
a bare and harsh outline, which might have been
repulsive, had she possessed friends or compan
ions to be repelled by it. Bven the attrac
tiveness of her person had unaergone a similar
change. . . . It was a sad transformation, too,
that her rich and luxuriant hair had either
been cut off, or was so completely hidden by
a cap, that not a shining lock of it ever
once gushed into the sunshine. It was due
in part to all these causes, but still more
to something else, that there seemed to be
no longer anything in Hester's form, though
majestic and statue-like, that Passion would
ever dream of clasping in its embrace; nothing
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in Hester's bosom, to make it ever again the
pillow of Affection. Some attribute had
departed from her, the permanence of which
had been essential to keep her a woman. (S.L.,
-p. 162J
At the end of the novel, with Dimmesdale's inability to
escape his sin and his subsequent death, Hester realizes,
too, there is no escape, but only retribution.

With the

acquisition of this lmowledge of sin and its consequences,
she is triu phant over her Puritan judges.
actuality, they are the victors.

However, in

They, with their

confident superiority, succeed in not only passing
judgment on a woman but also in destroying her.

Although

Hester comes to grasp her sin, punishment, and expulsion
f rom the Puritans' Garden of Eden, she inevitably becomes
the victim because she loses her womanhood.

The price

of wisdom for Hester is the death of her femininity.
She cannot be a part of the Puritan society--share her
secrets with a friend or her love with a man.

Her one

act of passion, adultery, had cost her her womanhood; in
the Puritan community and in the hearts of her peers, there
is no room for a fallen woman.
nature of this austere sect.

Forgiveness is not in the
Consequently, Hester Prynne

falls victim to the Puritans and her womanhood is destroyed.

Chapter III
Nathaniel Hawthorne's Hepzibah Pyncheon in The House
of the Seven Gables is another of the author's major char

acters who fall victim to their Puritanical background.
Although Hepzibah does not live during the height of

the Puritans' power and influence, as did Hester Prynne
in� Scarlet Letter, the lonely old maid lives in the
past, rich history of her Salem ancestors.

Th e training

she received as a child in Puritan social caste and
aristocracy is so indoctrinated in her that as an adult
it imprisons her in the decaying family mansion and
isolates her from mankind.

Bven though her aloofness

from society is self-imposed, it is equally as damaging
as Hester's:

no person can lead a totally happy and

fulfilling life without human contact.
The Pyncheon family is at its peak of influence when
this progenitor, Colonel Pyncheon, builds the majestic
mansion that is not only to bb a symbol of his power
in the community but also to house future kinsmen.

The

colonel intentionally builds the house lavishly so that
it will stand out in the town of Salem and remind the
working class of his family's power and. influence:

,
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Its whole visible exterior was ornamental with
quaint figures, conceived in the �rotesquesness
of a Gothic fancy, and drawn OL stamped in the
glittering plaster, composed of lime, pebbles,
and bits of glass, with which the wood-work
of the walls was overspread. On every side,
the seven gables pointed sharply towards the
sky, and presented the aspect of a whole
sisterhood of edifices, breathing through the
spiracles of one great chimney. The many
lattices, with their small, diamond-shaped
panes, admitted the sunlight into hall and
chamber.... Carved globes of wood were
affixed under the jutting stories. Little,
spiral rods of fron beautified each of the
seven peaks. 7
When the house is first built, it is impressively ornate.
The mansion, with its unique architecture, is a show-·
place in the prospering town of Salem, calling attention
to the Pyncheon family's influence.

Colonel Pyncheon is

a haughty man who wants the plebeian sect of the community
t o be ever cognizant of his aristocratic social standing.
In addition to satisfying Pyncheon's vanity, the house
becomes a symbol of the dynasty which the elder Puritan
is determined to establish. The mansion is built solidly
so that it will house countless descendants of Pyncheons.
Its sturdiness is symbolic of the established influence and
power of the family.

However, the mansion, like the

Pyncheons, is doomed to neglect and decay.

This loss of

position was due in part to the dishonorable manner in
w hich the mansion and dynasty are built,
Colonel Pyncheon acquires the land for his home un
scrupulously from Matthew Maule and further stains the
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Pyncheon name and honor when he participates in the con
spiracy to have Maule executed for witchcraft.

The

eccentric Maule is found guilty and put to death, but
not before passing judgment on Colonel Pyncheon and his
family:

"'God,' said the dying man, pointing his finger

with a ghastly look at the undismayed countenance of his
enemy, 'God will give him blood to drink!

111

(S.G., p. 12.)

(Hawthorne's family had a similar curse placed on it when
John Hathorne helped condemn Sarah Good:

"'I am no more

a witch, than you are a wizard;--and if you take away
my life, God will give you blood to drink.

111

72)

The

prophecy soon comes true; on the day when Colonel Pyncheon
opens his newly built mansion for all of the town's citi
zen to inspect, he dies quite unexpectedly of apoplexy,
giving the appearance that he has indeed

11

drunk blood. 11

In 1850, when The House of the Seven Gables is set,
the world of Salem has greatly changed since Colonel
Pyncheon's dream of establishing a dynasty.

It is no

longer the aristocratic town of idle ladies and gentlemen,
but instead, of aging old maids wr10 have little worldly
wealth except for their pride--with shades of Puritanical
bigot�y--and their decaying ancestral mansion.

As Van

Wyck Brooks says,
Salem was still Gothic in its frame of mind . . .
In its rusty, moss-grown, gabled houses still
dwelt the remnants of a race that savored of the
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emblems in the graveyards, the death's heads
and scythes and hour-glasses. In the mansions
of Chestnut Street and iederal Street one found
abundant signs of livelier culture, together
with the Oriental spoils brought home by the
navigators and the merchants; but over the
quiet lanes and leafy side-streets brooded
the hush of earlier generations. 73
The Pyncheon mansion has also f8lt th8 effects of time
and change.

Instead of a rich, lively house, which the

progenitor had left 88 his inheritance, Hawthorne's
readers find the house dismal and decaying--a structur
that inhibits growth and regeneration.

The house is

n estled in its own desolate aura of stagnation and decay:
there are broken bricks in the yard, weeds in the garden
and mold on the roses, and the ancestral chicken brood
has wasted away until only Chanticleer and his two wives
are left.

(At one time the unique and progenerate chickens

were symbolic of the affluent Pyncheons.)

The house now

r esembles Poe's doomed family home that entrapped and
annihilated Madeline and Roderick Usher in "The 1''all of
the House of Usher."

The depressing outward appearance

of the house keeps the world outside of its mystical hues.
At the same time, thos8 within the house--at the beginning
of the novel, Hepzibah is the only Pyncheon living in the
house--are so entangled in the web of false pride and
gentility the house represents that they refused to venture
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into the real world and allow the house to decay.

Con

sequently, they are isolated from humanity, as Lawrence
Hall suggests:
The House [sic] is Hawthorne's master symbol
of isolation. It stands for the spiritual
condition of those who by their hostility
to democracy sin against what he believed
to be the true moral order, and as a result
become evanescent through their utter sep
arateness from mankind.74
Just as the house is decaying and sterile of life, so are
the souls of those living inside.

They have cut themselves

off from human companionship because of their false supe
riority which the house represents to them.

By refusing

to humble themselves to work publicly and associate with
the more equal, republican society in which the novel is
set, the characters are not only imprisoning themselves,
but also making themselves more susceptible to unhappiness
and annihilation.

Hepzibah, the heroine in The House of

the Seven Gables, is the epitome of such a Pyncheon.
Hepzibah is typical of the sma.11 but elite group of
women who Hawthorne knew still existed behind the dreary
confines of their decaying Puritan mansions and the
remnants of their ancestral treasures.
calls Hepzi bah

11

E. O. Matthiessen

the embodiment of decayed gentility,

sustained only by her delusion of family importance,

lacking any revivifying touch with outward existence. 11 75

·1
I

I
I
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She, still living in the obsolete, superior Puritan world
of Colonel Pyncheon, cannot adjust to a changed society, a
democratic society in which people are considered equal.
William B. Dillingham concurs:

I

Hepzibah Pyncheon is thoroughly dominated by
the past, by what she believes is a familial
curse of b�oody, violent deaths for all male
Pyncheons. She is powerless, before she
opens her cent shop, to cope with the present.
She is an old and feeble lady, who has missed
her chance for a vigorous life. Her enforced
isolation has enervated he:r; she has become
somewhat unbalanced, tt a kind of lunatic. 11
Even in her most stren�ous attempt to repudi
ate the p�st . . . she is overwhelmed by what
she is doing and fundamentally adheres to
her fixed idea of the past • . . . 76
Hepzibah is a poor woman (She refuses financial assistance

I

I

from her only wealthy relative, Judge Jaffrey �yncheon,
because of his selfish and destructive conditions.) who
finds herself unable to cope with the world's problems
and changing times.

Consequently, she clings to the pride

h er name affords and the ancestral estate.

These are her

only riches; however, unknown to Hepzibah, they have
become her prison.
Al though poor, Hepzibah insists she is a lady and
c onducts herself accordingly:

"'But I was born a lady,

a nd have always lived one--no matter in what narrowness
of means, always a lady! '"

(.§.Ji.:.., p. 42. )

l-Jer obsession

with being a lady and living by the code of her ancestors
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makes it particularly difficult for her to overcome her
poverty.

"Ladies" did not earn a living in Hepzibah's

antiquated society.

However, with the return from prison

o f her beloved but crazed brother, Clifford, she has no
alternative but to lay to rest her outdated scr�ples and
end her self-imposed isolation.

She has willingly to

open the doors to her ancestral prison if she is to be
successful in her plan for surviva.L.
Hepzibah is forced to open a cent-shop in her home
t o support herself and Clifford.

Human needs necessitate

her putting aside her vain Puritan morals and earning a living:
It was the final throe of what called itself
old gentility. A lady--who had fed herself
from childhood with the shadowy _food of
aristocratic reminiscences, - and whose religion
it was, that a lady's hand soils itself
irremdiably by doing aught for bread--this
born lady, after sixty years of narrowing
means, is fain to step down from her pedestal
of imaginary rank. Poverty, treading closely
at her heels for a lifetime, has come up with
her at last. She must earn her own food, or
starve! ( S • G. , p • 36 . )
Hepzibah has not been raised or trained to earn a living;
her education had consisted of being taught the ways of
a lady.

Therefore, it is with insurmountable misgivings

t hat the elderly woman opens her shop:
"I never can go through with it! .Never, never,
never! I wish r·were dead, and in the family-tomb,
with all my forefathers! With my father, and
my mother, and my sisters! • • • The world is
too feeble, and too hopeless!" (S.G., pp. 41-42.)
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Hepzibah feels that losing her status as a lady is far more
c ruel and devastating than starving.

Her beliefs are so

v strong that she believes earning aliving will not only
s tain her soul, but also lead to the destruction of an entire
era of gentility.

The eccentric old lady, who for over

thirty years has lived with no ricnes except for her day
dreams of ancestral grandeur and proud notion of always
conducting herself as a lady, is devastated by her forced
livelihood.

Although the enterprise is entirely honorable,

i t violates her rigid code of behavior.

She no longer

feels an aristocrat--even though the material signs of
wealth had vanished in her youth, she still identifies
w ith this elite group--but instead, feels a member of the
working class.

Colonel Pyncheon had labeled the labor

class inferior, and subsequent generations of �yncheons
had continued to instill his bigotry in their young.

Conse

quently, the necessity of Hepzibah's shop intensifies her
guilt of lowering not only her own social position but also
that of the Pyncheon name.
Furthermore, Hepzibah resents the violation of her
p rivacy that the shop causes.

For years, she has isolated

herself in the decaying shroud of an obsolete gentility
and lonely ancestral mansion.

Although her own survival

and that of the house demand she repudiate her pride, she
resents the contact with the common man.

Her instruction

as a child that sne, a Pyncheon, was superior to most of
the town's citizenry causes her to distrust the people

89
w hom she had seen daily passing by from the secure distance
t he house afforded.

It is with considerable misgiving that

Hepzibah unlocks the shop door, thereby signifying her
fallen social status and loss of isolation:
The moment had arrived. To delay longer, would
be only to lengthen out her misery. Nothing
remained, except to take down the bar from the
shop-door, leaving the entrance free--rnore than
free--welcome, as if all were household friends-
to every passer-by, whose eyes might be attracted
by the commodities at this window. This last
act Hepzibah now performed, letting the bar
fall, with what smote upon her excited nerves
as a most astounding clatter. Then--as if
the only barrier betwixt herself and the world
would come tumbling through the gap--she fled
i nto the inner parlor, threw herself into the
ancestral elbow-chair and wept. (S.G., p. 39.)
Hepzibah's ancestors have not prepared her for this moment
of contact with the real world, and she finds her predicament
terrifying; however, before she can. rebolt the door and
maintain her unblemished life, the shop bell twinkles.
The old maid musters her courage and faces reality.
Furthermore, Hepzibah's lack of trust in her towns
people make&her even more doubtful of her success as a
merchant.

Always a private person, she believes that

her privacy is being violated:

"She was doubly tortured

• that strange and unloving eyes should have the priv
ilege of gazing • • • • "

(S.G., p. 44.)

Although some

of her neighbors are curious and came to her shop only to
satisfy their curiosity, generally Hepzibah is more worried
about their impressions of her than they were of her.
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Also, Hepzibah's self-imposed isolation has denied
her a congenial reputation in the community.

Because few

of the townspeople ever have personal contact with th8
spinster, they come to regard her as the ugly, eccentric
f igure they have occasionally seen squinting through the
windows of the shabby Pyncheon mansion:

"

a gaunt,

sallow, rusty-jointed maiden, in a long-waisted silk gown,
and with the strange horror of a turban on her head!
(S.G., p. j9.)

11

The community justifiably interprets

her harsh, unfriendly appearance as indicative of her
personality.

Hepzibah has never associated with her

neighbors; therefore, they mistake her isolation for
arrogance.

Consequently, they quickly judge her and her

b usiness endeavor.

The conversation of two men outside

Hepzibah's shop gives evidence of the community's mis
c onception of the old maid and her enterprise:
"Will she make it go, think you, Dixey?"
Make it go! 11 • • • "Not a bit of it!
Why, her face--I've seen it . . . her face
is enough to frighten the Old Nick himself,
if he had ever so great a mind to trade with
her. People can 1 t stand it, I tell you! She
scowls dreadfully, reason, or none, out of
pure ugliness of temper! 11
"Well; that's not so much matter" . . .
"These sour-tempered folks are mostly handy
at business, and know pretty well what they
are about. But, as you say, I don't think
she'll do much. This business of keeping
cent-shops is over-done . . . . 11 (.§.Ji.:_,
pp. 44-45.)
11
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Hepzibah is deeply hurt by these men's idle talk.

She has

neither bothered her neighbors nor done anything to cause
them to dislike her; she has always kept to herself.
Furthermore, her decision to establish a business has
been of upmost importance to her:
compromise her scruples.

it has caused her to

The knowledge that strangers

could pass judgment on her so easily and take the success
of her enterprise so lightly is devastating to her shaky
spirit.

For the first time in her life, Hepzibah feels

the cold effects of isolation and a need for friends to
rally her failing spirits.
Holgrave, a young daJuerreotypist who rents lodging
from Hepzibah and, ironically, a descendant of the Maule
who cursed the Pyncheon family, proves to be the friend
the recluse needs.

Arriving soon after she overhears

the two men's criticism of her, he urges her to ignore
the men's prediction of her failure and applaudes her
sincere effort at overcoming her futile gentility and

I
II

i

attempting to become a useful member of society:
".Let it [Hepzibah's vain effort to maintain
her life as a lady] go! You are better with
out it. . .. I look upon this as one of the
fortunate days of your life. It ends an epoch,
and begins one. Hitherto, the life-blood has
been gradually chilling in your veins, as you
sat aloof, within your circle of gentility,
while the rest of the world was fighting out
its battle with one kind of necessity or
another. Henceforth, you will at least have

92
the sense of healthy and natural effort for a
purpose, and of lending your strength--be it
great or small--to the united struggle of man
kind. This is success--all the success that
anybody meets with. 11 (�, p. 42.)
Holgrave attempts to show Hepzibah the wastefulness of
b eing a lady and make her cognizant of the price she has
paid for upholding the mores of a dead culture.

He empha

sizes the sterility of living without a purpose and of
i solating herself from society as a lady.
Hepzibah, however, is not easy to convince that her
lifestyle of sixty years is useless and should be laid
aside.

Besides, Holgrave is a man and a laborer; he

can hardly be expected to understand the code of aristocracy.
Consequently, Hepzibah vehemently subjects her friend to
her argument for feminine frailty and dependence:
"You are a man--a young man--and brought up,
I suppose, as almost everybody is, now-a-days,
with a view to seeking your fortune. But I
was born a lady, and have always lived one-
no matter in what narrowness of means, always
a lady!" (£.Jh_, p. 42,)
Although Holgrave is young and not of an aristocratic birth,
his wisdom surpasses that of the dame of Pyncheon Street.
Having a purpose in life and living amongst society has
given him wisdom that extends beyond Hepzibah's sixty years.
In many ways Holgrave is the old maid's savior .

.t{e

shows her the absurdity of her rigid morals and useless
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lifestyle and applauds her for her efforts, although feeble,
to earn a living and thereby free herself of her years of
annihilating isolation:
;,But I was not born a gentleman; neither have
I lived like one . . . so . . . you will hardly
expect me to sympathize with sensioilities of
this kind; though--unless I deceive myself--!
have some imperfect comprehension of them.
These names of gentleman and lady had a meaning,
in the past history of tne world, and conferred
privileges, desirable, or otherwise, on those
entitled to bear them. In the present--and
still more in the future condition of society-
they imply, not privilege, but restriction. 11
(.e..:..Q.:_, pp. 42-43.)
Although Holgrave's plebeian advice is not readily accepted
by Hepzibah, she realizes there is truth in his philosophy,
for her adherence to her ancestors' code has made her
n either wealthy nor happy.

Even this carrier of the lost

Puritan aristocratic creed--Hepzibah--realizes she must
foresake her forefathers' teachings if she is to survive.
Hepzibah's first sale brings humility and shame to her
sensitive conscience.

With the acceptance of money for

her wares, she feels she has destroyed all the honor that
countless generations have worked to bestow on the Pyncheon
name:
The sordid stain of that copper-coin, could
n ever be washed away from her palm. .
'rhe
structure of ancient aristocracy h&d been de
molished • • . . Now let Hepzibah turn the old
Pyncheon portraits with their faces to the wall,
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and take the map of her eastern territory to
kindle the kitchen-fire, and blow up the flame
with the empty breath of her ancestral traditions!
�vhat had she to do with ancestry? N"o thing;--no
more than w .1. th posterity! No lady, now, but
simply Hepzibah Pyncheon, a forlorn old maid,
and keeper of a cent-shop! (S.G., pp. 47-48.)
Hepzibah' s obsession with bringing ruin on the family is
very romantic, but typical of a woman from her generation
and birth.

However, her feelings of guilt and shame soon

give way to a new feeling, a vibrant sensation of being
alive.

For the first time in years, Hepzibah makes

contact with the real world, the world outside the
musty and molded walls of the mansion, and she finds
the feeling invigorating:
She felt the novelty of her position, indeed,
but no longer with disturbance or affright.
Now and then, there came a thrill of almost
youthful enjoyment. . . . The healthiest glow,
that Hepzibah had known for years, had come
now, in the dreaded crisis, when, for the first
time, she had put forth her hand to help herself.
(S.G., p. 48.)
With the delight and personal satisfaction Hepzibah gains
from this small transaction--the sale of a cookie to a
youngster on his way to school--the scowling old maid
realizes the truth of Holgrave's speech and the unproduc
tiveness of her solitary, inconsequential life.
Hepzibah never learns to feel comfortable with her
customers; however, she never falters in her undertaking.
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She makes her decision to open the cent-shop and keeps
i ts doors open, although tnere are many moments wben she
has to run into the inner confines of the Pyncheon mansion
t o regain her composure.

�he shop, with help from her

p lebeian cousin, Phoebe, became quite successful.

However,

Hepzibah gains more than financial security from the shop.
She also acquires the knowledge that no person can survive
in seclusion and that every person--regardless of his
birth--needs a purpose in life.
Hepzibah' s initial motive for opening the shop is
not for her financial security, but to earn additional
i ncome that would enable her to care for her beloved brother
Clifford.

For years, she has vainly, and witn strong feelings

o f defeat, waited in the tomb of their ancestral home for
Clif'ford to return from prison:
Through dreary years, Hepzibah had looked
forward--for the most part, despairingly,
never wit.11 any confidence of hope, but
always with the feeling that it was her
brightest possibility--to the very position
in which she now found herself. In her own
behalf, she had asked nothing of Providence,
but the opportunity of devoting herself to
this brother--so admired for what he was, or
might have been--and to whom she had kept her
faith, alone of all the world, wholly, unfalteringly
at every instant, and throughout life. And here,
in his late decline, the lost one had come back
out of his long and strange misfortune, and
was thrown on her sympathy, as it seemed, not
merely for the bread of his physical existence,
but for everything that should keep him morally
alive. She had responded to the call. (S.G.
--,
p. 116.)
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Hepzibah's love for Clifford is limitless.

She adores him

and would do anything that wou�d enaole her to give him
the quiet, almost pastoral, life that he needs.

Even

the loss of her lady-like social behavior is not too
great a sacrifice for him; consequently, she throws open
the doors of t he decaying house and opens her shop.

Even

though Clifford is no longer the handsome, intellectual
youth who left Hepzibah years earlier, she still unequiv
ocally loves him.

Once he returns home, she alters her

style of living, menial and humble as it is, to cater to
his whimsical desires and needs.

With her brother's return,

Hepzibah feels needed and alive.
Clifford, however, is unable to reciprocate his sister i s
unbiased love.

Always an admirer of classic beauty, he-

physically and mentally wasted by the prison experience-
finds his sister's scowling ana aged face hideous.
B. Dillingham elaborates:

William

"He Clifford cannot feel even

the closeness of kinship and love for Hepzibah that sne
feels for him, for she does not possess tne beauty his
nature required for adoration. ,,77

Clif'ford, the only

person in the world whom Hepzibah feels equal to and the
one person who should have understood her faded beauty
and eccentric behavior, cannot bear the sight of her face:
. . . the hardest stroke of fate for Hepzibah
to endure, and perhaps for Clifford too-was his invincible distaste for her appear-
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ance. Her features, never the most agreeable.
and now harsh with age and grief, and resentment
against the world for his sake; her dress, and
especially her turbaD; the �ueer and quaint
manners, which had unconsciously grown upon
her in solitude;--such being the poor gentle
woman's outward characteristics, it is no great
marvel, although the mournfulest of pities, that
the instinctive lover of the Beautiful was fain
to turn away his eyes! (.§...:.Q.:., p. 118.)
Clifford's loathing of his sister's face is the cruelest
glare Hepzibah is forced to endure; however, she freely
forgives his unintentional cruelty.

She realizes that he

is nurtured by beauty; therefore, she unselfishly turns
a way to allow Clifford to see the youthful beauty of their
plebeian cousin, Phoebe.

Hepzibah is cognizant of the

damning effects isolation has had on her and her brother.
She can cope with her own ugly, wasted appearance and
the community's negative impression of her, but the ill
effects of Clifford's isolation are devastating to her.
Hepzibah's outdated morals and obsession with the
curse of the Pyncheon mansion do more harm than isolating
her from her brother.
with God.

They also destroy her relationship

The house's curse entangles the old spinster

so tightly that she does·not attend church services in
years.

Her entrapment by the house and its curse leaves

her feeling weak and too loathsome to be either in the
presence of God or His children.

However, upon observing

Phoebe going to church, Clifford suggests to his sister that
they attend services.

Hepzibah--largely out of love for her
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brother--wants the communication with the outside and with
her Maker:
She yearned to take him [Clifford J by the hand,
and go and kneel down, they two together--both
so long separate from the world, and as she
now recognized, scarcely friends with him
above--to kneel down among the people, and be
reconciled to God and man at once. (S.G., p. 146.)
The spinster has become detached from the major source of
her ancestors' strength and culture:

religion.

The

dilapidated pair search the dusty trunks for clothes that
would be suitable.

Dressed, they prepare to leave for

church--symbolic of communion not only witn God but also
w ith man:
They pulled open the front-door, and stept
across the threshold, and felt, both of them,
as if they were standing in tne presence of
the whole world, and with mankind's great and
t errible eye on them alone. The eye of their
Father seemed to be withdrawn, and gave them
no encouragement. The warm, sunny air of the
street made them shiver. Their hearts quaked
further. (S.G., p. 146.)
As the antiquated brother and sister prepare to leave the
house, they realize they are like the clothes they wear-
moldy and fragile.

The sunshine and the realization that

leaving the house inevitably means contact with the
community are too stressful for their frail souls.

To

compound their feelings of uneasiness, God seems to shun them
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and withhold His strength.

rhe war-wth of the sunshine -

1

life--is foreign and too intense for their sensitive, wasted
s ouls, and they have to retreat to the dreary confines of
their prison.
Their brief moment of hope is a cruel experience.
Teasingly, their spirits have tempted them to escape their
prison, only to slam the door in their faces;
They could not flee; their jailer had but left
the door ajar, in mockery, and stood behind it,
to watch them stealing out. At the threshold,
they felt his pitiless gripe upon them. Por,
what other dungeon is so dark as one's own heart!
What jailer so inexorable as one's self! (S.G.,
p. 14 7. )
This incident appears particularly cruel to Hepzibah because
i t brings painful reality to her narrow life.

Hepzibah has

lived alone within the gloomy confines of the cursed mansion
for years, having contact with neither God nor man.

She is

an observer of life, rather than a participant--always
watching and living behind the tattered uurtains that
protected the eyes of the family mansion from the sunshine
and life.

More pathetic is Hepzibah 1 s feeling that she is

too lifeless--spiritually and physically--to impose herself
on the �iving.

Furthermore, she feels that even God does

not welcome her, thereby leaving her totally imprisoned in
her own gloom and that of the house.

Hepzibah and Clifford
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realize they are too wasted to be among their fellow men.
Clifford pathetically speaks the thoughts the two misfits
have:
"It cannot be, Hepziba11!--it is too late" . . .
''We are ghosts! We have no right among human
beings--no right anywhere, but in this old house,
which has a curse on it, and which therefore
we are doomed to haunt." (S. G., p. 146.)
The past has held Hepzibah and Clifford too tightly for
release.
Before the end of the novel, Hepzibah is able to call
out to God and feel He was listening, but only after she
escapes the curse of the mansion. When Clifford finds
Cousin Jaffrey's dead body in the parlor, he drags his
sister out of the house for fear he will be falsely
accused of his relative's death.

Clifford regains the

strength of his youth once he escapes the house, and together,
he and Hepzibah depart Salem by train.

After miles of

traveling and philosophizing, Clifford insists they leave.
When he exits the train, his stamina vanishes, and
he calls on Hepzibah to take the lead.

At this moment

she calls to Go d and is finally able to pray:
God--our Father--are we not thy children?
us!'"

(S.G., p. 229.)

"'Oh ,

Have mercy on

Once Hepzibah escapes the confines

of the house, she is able to pray.

Finally she is able
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t o overcome the curse of the house and make contact with
God, l eaving the reader with optimism that there is still
time for the heroine of the novel to save her soul.
Hepzibah, the epitome of the Old World lady and gentility
and New World Puri tan aristocrat, is Hawthorne's romantic
protagonist.

Although the prime of her life had been

spent wasting away in the cursed �yncheon mansion, her dreams
of being miraculously saved from the grasp of poverty and
her deplorable lifestyle never leave

her.

Even as she

opens her cent-shop--the one positive action she takes to
escape her doom--she dreamed that something or someone
would rescue her:
. . . she had cherished an unacknowledged idea
that some harlequin-trick of fortune would
intervene, in her favor. Bor example, an une le-
who had sailed for India, fifty years before,
and never been heard of since--might yet return,
and adopt her to be the comfort of his very
extreme and decrepit age, and adorn her with
pearls, diamonds, and oriental shawls and
turbans, and make her the ultimate heiress
of his unreckonable riches. Or the member
of parliament, now at the head of the English
branch of the family . . . might invite Hepzibah
to quit the ruinous House of the Seven Gables,
and come over to dwell with her kindred, at
P yn ch eon Ha11. ( S . G . , p. 5 9 . )
Although Hepzibah--with her self-imposed seclusion in the
cursed ancestral house--is responsible for her decline, her
romantic visions of being saved never leave her.

She always

believes that someday she will be rescued by someone, and
consequently can escape her unhappy life.
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At the end of the novel, with Judge Pyncheon's and
his son's deaths, Hepzibah's dream of being freed from
the drudgery of plebeian life comes true.

The deaths of

her cousins make Clifford, Phoebe, and Hepziban the
inheritors of the vast family estate.

Consequently,

Hepzibah is able to close the door of her shop, thereby
locking herself into the obsolete and isolating role of
a Pyncheon lady once again.

As William B. Dillingham

explains:
Hepzibah had been fortunate indeed when she was
forced to open a cent-shop, step down from her
isolated pedestal of "imaginary rank, 'and
become a part of the "surging stream of human
sympathy." '.rhe epoch of Hepzibah's contact
with the human struggle is short-lived, however.
With her inheritance of the Judge's fortune she
can step back upon her pedestal of78entility,
there to remain isolated and lost.
11

Hepzibah, with her romantic ideals, is happy at the end of
the novel when she leaves the cruel ancestral mansion to
l ive in her cousin's new country estate.

With her inheri

tance, she can happily isolate herself with Clifford and
Phoebe in the confines of gentility.

8he has forgotten

the stimulation she felt from ner customers in the cent
shop; once again her life has regressed to havin g one shallow
purpose:

living the life of a lady.

Although the novel leaves the reader with the certainty
that Hepzibah will live "happily ever after, 11 it also
leaves one with the tragic impression that Hawthorne

(

(
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believes it is too late for IIepzibah--and the romanticism

i

she and her generation represent--to change.

I

f

'
I

(

I

I
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live in a modern, republican society.

She can never

Her childhood lessons

in gentility and pride were too successful in entrapping
her.

Consequently, hope for mankind lies in the younger

generation, the generation of Phoebes.

Phoebe is young,

simple, and honest and can see the shallowness and empti
ness of Hepzibah's morals and lack of ambition.

For

Hepzibah, the world is ideal, but unknown to her, empty
because it has no purpose.

It is too late for her to put

to rest her empty cultural refinement, ancestral pride,
and r omantic day dreams and conform to the modern, fertile

(
r

society that thrives around her.

Hepzibah is too set in

the code of her Puritan ancestors and too old to change;
Maule 1 s curse has indeed been successful in entrapping
her.

Chapter IV
The character Hilda in The Marble Faun is one of

the most difficult of Hawthorne's :f ern&le characters who
fall victim to their Puritan ancestry and indoctrination
t o sympathize with and understand.

Unlike Hester, who is

made legally to succumb to Uod's chosen children in the
New World because of her adultery, Hilda has no such bond
with her forefathers_; her soul is free of all mortal and
earthly contamination, and she can freely move throughout
the world without family criticism or control, especially
because she is an orphan.

Also, Hilda's youthfulness-

unlike that of the aging Hepzibah who for decades only had
Puritan dogma and bigotry for solace--should have encouraged
her to think and question the code of her religious inher
itance.

However, of the women charactirs heretofore

described, Hilda is the most severely entrapped in the
harsh, self-righteous web of Puritanism, thereby making
her sterile of compassion and unsympatheic to the reader.
Hilda is the epitome of the religiously and morally stout
Puritan ancestors of Hawthorne who condemned Sarah Good
of witchery.
Hilda is a pure young woman--as the whiteness of her
clothing symbolizes--who is both sincere and firm in tne
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indoctrination of her New England ancestors' religion,
Puritanism.

Although living in a foreign country, Italy,

t hat was imbued with the complexity of Catholicism, Hilda
remains immune to this religion, even though its influence
is ever-visible and powerfu l in Rome during her residence.
Ironically, Hilda chooses the tower of a Catholic shrine
as her home.

'.l'he tower, unique in its height, stands far

above the life of the streets that surround it:
At one of the angles of the battlements stood
a shrine of the Virgin, such as we see everywhere
at the street-corners of rtome, but seldom or never,
except in this solitary instance, at a height
above the ordinary level of men's views and aspi
rations. 79
Although she is a heretic, it is appropriate that Hilda chooses
a Catholic shrine that is outstanding with its imposing
height.

Hilda, like the tower, represents religious purity

and goodness.

Her Puritan indoctrination has instilled in

her a quality of arrogant purity; she is a Puritan goddess to
be placed on a pedestal--away from the reaches of sin--and
held in awe.

Paul Brodtkorb describes Hilda as "literally

detached from life . • . as a human bein 0 , as a 'character,'
she might easily seem rather priggish. 11 80

Her Roman home

i:1ot only serves as a pedestal for her, but also literally
elevates her above the evil and corruption of this foreign
city.

I
(
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Religiously, Hilda, the displaced child of the Puritans,
t ends the Virgin's shrine and sees that the lamp that honors
i t is kept eternally burning.

Miriam, Hilda's friend and

fellow artist, senses the suitability of Hilda's home and
the Catholic-like loyalty she exhibits in maintaining the
burning lamp:
"You [Hilda] breathe sweet air, above all the evil
scents of Rome; and even so, in your maiden ele
vation, you dwell above our vanities and passions,
our moral dust and mud, with the doves and the
angels for your nearest neighbor. I should not
wonder if the Catholics were to make a saint of
you, like your namesake of old; especially as
you have almost avowed yourself of their religion,
by undertaking to keep the lamp alight before
the Virgin's shrine." (M.F., p. 54.)
Miriam, in contrast to the darkly tainted recesses of her
own conscience, recognizes her friend's purity and is
inspired.

Hilda, however, vehemently, denies that her

h abit of maintaining the lamp is indicative of faltering
.faith:

"' You [Miriam] must not call me a Catholic.

A

Christian girl--even a daughter of the Puritans--rnay surely
p ay honor to the idea of divine Womanhood, without giving
up the faith o.f her forefathers.'"

(M. F., p. 54.)

Hilda

sees her actions as meaningless beyond courtesy and respect
for an enshrined member of her sex.

Although Hilda lives

i n the presence of Catholicism, its richness in doctrine
and ritual do not overshadow her firm belief in Puritanism;
being alone and in a foreign city does not weaken or influence
her to desert her New England heritage.
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Hilda's religion, however, has its negative effects
on her.

Teaching moral superiority, her faith leaves

her hesitant to accept relationships for fear of becoming
contaminated with sin.
and compassionless.

Consequently, she is reclusive

�urthermore, her aloofness is made

apparent in her appearance:

11

The effect was to make her

appear like an inhabitant of picture-land, a partly ideal
creature, not to be handled, nor even avproached too
closely."

(M.F., p. 63.)

As Hilda's appearance suggests,

she is fragile and spiritless; she more closely resembles
a priceless china doll, instead of a living, caring woman.

She lacks the knowledge and sympathy that come with living.

However, Hilda is afraid to acquire this compassion because

it can only be obtained through.experience, and experience

to her means encountering sin.

Instead, she chooses to

remain a spotless Puritan goddess and consequently refuses
to allow herself relationships and involvements.

Kenyon, a fellow American sculptor, loves Hilda, but

secretly and from afar.

He holds the young w man's purity

and goodness in awe, having little hope of ever claiming
her as his own:

11

1

Her womanhood is of the ethereal type,

and inc ompatible with any shadow of darkness or evil.' 11
(M.F., p. 124.)

Keynon idealizes Hi da as the �uritan

goddess she portrays herself to be.

The young sculptor

holds her in reverence, seeing no bigotry in her manner.
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Because of her aloof and simplistic habits, Hilda
c omes to be associated with the doves that daily come
to her shrine f'or food.

Miriam, whose spirit is darkened

by her sln from the past, recognizes the analogy between
Hilda and her doves:
I
I

I

"' ••• how like a dove she {y.ilda]

is herself, the fair, pure creature!
her for a sister, I am sure."'

The other doves know

(J.Vl.}1

. ,

p. 53.)

It is

not surprising that Hilda is linked with the doves.

They

are symbolic of purity and goodness, qualities that Hilda
lives by.

Also, the birds are flighty and hesitant to dwell

among mortals except for brief moments, distrusting the
unpredictable actions of man.

Hilda, too, represents

goodness and purity; because of her fear of becoming
tinged by the sins of mankind, she communicates with them
only briefly and with no emotions.

She is more at home

in the tower, her Dove-cote, far above the sinful atmosphere
of man, than she is with her fellowman.

(Ironically, all

of Hilda's doves, except one who symbolizes Kenyon's
u ndying love for her, desert Hilda when she mysteriously
disappears from her tower; even they, symbolic of purity
a nd goodness, are disloyal.)
Because of Hilda's erroneous assumption that worldly
experience means loss of innocence and religion, she is
reluctant to venture forth and express her feelings; her
isolation has inhibited her life and her creativity.
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As a young artist in America, Hilda shows great potential;
however, her work lacks that quality which makes art alive:
"· . . lacking, perhaps, the reality which comes only from
a close acquaintance with life, but so softly touched with
feeling and fancy that you seemed to be looking at humanity
w ith a ngel's eyes."

(!1..:..K.:_, p. 55.)

Hilda, who is symbolic

of heaven in this novel of initiation and transformation,
is still so innocent that she cannot paint the visions of

I
I

I
I
I

I

I

i,.

a sinful, experienced mortal.

Instead, she can only portray

the beautiful and pure; her work lacks artistic truth:
"With years and experience she might be expected to attain
a darker and more forcible touch, which would impact to her
designs the relief they needed."

(.t'h!.:_, p. 55.)

Hilda,

h owever, has no intention of staining her white robes with
experience, even if it means breathing life into her art.
Consequently, Hilda leaves America for Rome to study
the works of the great masters.

Although her move from

her Puritan home shows spirit, she maintains her aloofness
from the conradeship of other

artists and guards her cold,

saintly feeling of moral superiority.

The community of

artists recognize the young virgin's innocence:
• • • the confraternity of artists called Hilda
the Dove, and recognized her aerial apartment
as the Dove-cote. And while the other doves
flew far and wide in quest of what was good for
them, Hilda likewise spread her wings, and sought
such ethereal and imaginative sustenance as God
ordains for creatures of her kind. (M.F., p. 56.)

r
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Hilda's Puritanism, with its tones of self-righteousness,
keeps her away from her fellow artists.

While they live

and gain the experience to make their works more realistic,
Hilda keeps to herself, allowing only the drawings and
pictures of the masters for companionship.
In an endeavor to maintain her innocence and at the
same time pursue her artistic aspirations, Hilda became a
c opyist, a calling which in no way violates her simplistic

I
,

'

innocence or harms her spotless soul.

Hawthorne, the

author, who favored his fair-haired heroine, compliments
her on her unselfish task of copying the masters, rather
than subjecting the world to her originals:
Hilda's faculty of genuine admiration is one of
the rarest to be found in human nature; and let
us try to recompense her in kind by adducing her
generous self-surrender, and her brave, humble
magnanimity in choosing to be the handmaid of
those old magicians, instead of a minor enchant
ress within a circle of her own. (M.F., pp. 60-61.)
One of the reasons the modern reader finds Hilda difficult to
like and sympathize with is her unreal goodness and obsessive
fear of soiling her soul.

However, it should be remembered

that Hawthorne molds Hilda on his peers' notion of a pure
and ideal woman.

Hyatt Waggoner says:

His rHawthorne'sJ century placed women on a
pedestal just because, in their being threatened,
they knew nothing of the world. If their innocence
rendered them helpless to deal with reality, it
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was nevertheless to be both protected and admired,
for reality was very nasty. If they did not truly
partake of the hurn§n condition, it was a good
thing they didn't. 1
Therefore, al though Hilda's characterization as a goddess
seems sterile and extreme to the modern reader, Hawthorne's
readers viewed her with more sympathy and admiration.
Nonetheless, as a copyist Hilda shows great understanding
and sympathy, and conseq_uently, she gains respect from her
peers:
She [Hilda] was endowed with a deep and sensitive
faculty of appreciation; she had the gift of
discerning and worshipping excellence in a most
unusual measure. No other person, it is probable,
recognized so adequately, and enjoyed with such
deep delight, the pictorial wonders that were
here displayed. She saw--no, not saw, but felt-
through and through a picture; she bestowed upon
it all the warmth and richness of a woman's
sympathy; not by any intellectual effort, but
by this strength of heart, and this guiding
light of sympathy, she went straight to the
central point, in which the master had conceived
his work. (M.F., pp. 56-57.)
It appears ironic that Hilda, a young woman with little
experience in life and no tolerance for weakness and sinful
ness ( Miriam describes her friend:

"'Oh!

innocence is like a sharp steel sword.'"
could be so perceptive in art.

Hilda, your
[M.F., p. 66.J ),

However, in delving more deeply

into Hilda's background and psyche, the reader can understand
h er astuteness.

Because Hilda is a simple rather than complex
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character, she lacks the intellectual reasoning that can ruin
a painting.

She is pure and ignorant of sin; therefore, she

more closely resembles heaven and is able to perceive the
artist's noble intention with the eye and heart of an angel.

I

(

l
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Her purity, with its shadows of bias, draws the true spirit
out of the masterpiece.

Eurthermore, Hilda never copies

an entire painting, but only a select portion from it,
again signifying her limited perspective of life.

Although

h er copies are keen and admirable, they are not complete
b ecause she chooses to paint only parts of a work of art.
Consequently, her work--nevertheless deserving praise-is like her life:

one-sided and lacking completion.

Hilda's masterpiece is her portrait of Beatrice, a

(

r

young woman who had her father murdered after he raped her.
Because the owner of the painting would not allow artists
to copy it, Hilda has to observe the work of art until
she memorizes every line and color:

,

I
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The picture represented simply a female head;
a very youthful, girlish, perfectly beautiful
face, enveloped in white drapery. . . . The
eyes were large and brown, and met those of the
spectator, but evidently with a strange, ineffec
tual effort to escape. 1here was a little redness
above the eyelids, very slightly indicated, so
that you would question whether or no the girl
had been weeping. The whole face was quiet
• . • nor was it easy to see w�y the expression
was not cheerful • • • • But, in fact, it was
the very saddest picture ever painted or conceived;
it involved an unfathomable depth of sorrow, the
sense of which came to the observer by a sort of
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intuition. It was a sorrow that removed this
beautiful girl out of the sphere of humanity,
and set her in a far-off region, the remoteness
of which--while yet her face is so close before
us--makes us shiver as at a spectre. (M.F., p. 64.)
The portrait mesmerizes Hilda; the pure and sorrowful face
denies the young artist the truth of the fallen woman's
life and holds the New England girl aloof.

Hilda, forgetting

the crime of her subject, sympathizes with Beatrice's re
moteness and consequently feels a comradeship with her:
"She [Beatrice] knows that her sorrow is so strange
and so immense, that she ought to be solitary
forever, both for the world's sake and her own;
and this is the reason we feel such a distance
between Beatrice and ourselves, even when our
eyes meet hers. It is infinitely heart-breaking
to meet her glance, and to feel that nothing can
be done to help or comfort her; neither does
she ask help or comfort, knowing the hopelessness
of her case better than we do. She is a fallen
angel--fallen, and yet sinless; and it is only
this depth of sorrow, with its weight and dark
ness, that keeps her down upon earth, and brings
her within our view even while it sets beyond
our reach." (M.F., p. 66.)
The portrait of the sinner with the mysterious and lonely
expression almost breathes life into Hilda.
that the innocent

dove

It is ironic

can overlook the sins of a stranger

easier than she can those of a friend; however, this is the
effect the portrait has on the sensitive Puritan child

■

It is Miriam, the sinner, and in many ways a reflection

of Beatrice, who reminds Hilda of Beatrice's sin that is
meant to be the connotation of her expression.

The truth
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of Beatrice's past forcefully brings Hilda back to reality
and with it her cutting judgments:
I really had quite forgotton Beatrice's
history, and was thinking of her only as the
picture seems to reveal her character. Yes,
yes; it was terrible guilt, an enexpiable
crime, and she feels it to be so. Therefore
it is that the forlorn creature so longs to
elude our eyes, and forever vanish away into
nothingness! Her doom is just!" (M.F., p. 66.)

11•

•

•

Hilda works diligently on the portrait and in the process
becomes awe-stricken by Beatrice's shy vulnerability; in
fact, she becomes so captivated by the work of art that
she begins to feel sympathy for its subject.

However, one

reminder of Beatrice's sin and she instantly condemns her.
"Your judgments are often terribly severe, though
you seem all made up of gentleness and mercy.
Beatrice's sin may not have been so great:
perhaps it was no sin at all, but the best
virtue possible in the circumstances. If she
viewed it as a sin, it may have been because
her nature was too feeble for the fate imposed
upon her.11 (M.F., p. 67.)
Miriam recognizes the harshness of her friend's ancestors
in the innocent New England girl.
this sirnilarity:

11

Judith .Fryer also sees

Hilda is like those Puritans who condemned

Anne Hutchinson, the Salem witches, the �uakers and Hester
Prynne.

Her conception of herself as Elect allows for no

flexibility; she can neither forgive nor accept forgiveness.1182

Miriam scorns Hilda because she, having sinned herself,
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understands Beatrice's look.

She knows the pain of life

and the sins and subsequent guilt.

Al though Hilda is firm

in her judgment against Beatrice, she is perceptive enough
to recognize a similarity in the expressions of Beatrice
and Miriam.
Hilda is faced with the reality of sin when she
witnesses Miriam and Donatello murder a man:
The young and pure are not apt to find out
that miserable truth until it is brought
home to them by the guiltiness of some trusted
friend. 1hey may have heard much of the evil
of the world, and seem to know it, but only
as an impalpable theory. In due time, some
mortal, whom they reverence too highly, is
commissioned by Providence to teach them this
direful lesson; he perpetrates a sin; and Adam
falls anew, and Paradise, heretofore in unfaded
bloom, is lost again, and closed forever, with
the fiery swords gleaming at its gates. (M.F.,
-p. 199.)
Hilda, who has s�nt her life in purity, is suddenly faced
with sinfulness and its consequence·because of another
person's sin, her friend.

The effect of the incident is

so devastating on the poor Puritan that when she sees her
image in the mirror, she thinks it is a reflection of
Beatrice:

"She fancied--nor was it without horror--that

Beatrice's expression, seen aside and vanishing in a moment,
had been depicted in her own face likewise, and flitted
f rom it as timorously.

(M.F., p. 199.)

The author assures

his readers that Hilda is not guilty and proceeds to explain

--
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his theory that Beatrice also is not guilty of sin.
h er expression is caused by

11 •

Rather,

the intimate consciousness

of her father's sin that threw its shadow over her, and
f rightened her into a remote and inaccessible region • •
( M. F., p. 200.)

Therefore, Hilda's expression, if it ever

really reflects Beatrice's aloofness, is caused by the
knowledge of Miriam's sin, instead of any act she personally
commits.
Nonetheless, Hilda can neither understand her friend's
sin nor forgive her.

Instead, she condemns her and ends

their relationship which had previously been a source of
solace for both of the lonely women:
"If I were one of God's angels, with a nature
incapable of stain, and garwents that never
could be spotted, I would keep ever at your
side, and try tu lead you upward. But I am
a poor, lonely girl, whom God has set here in
an evil world, and given her only a wnite robe,
and bid her wear it back to Him, as white as
when she put it on. The pure, white atmosphere,
in which I try to discern what things are good
and true, would be discolored. And, therefore,
Miriam, before it is too late, I mean to put
faith in its awful heart-�uake, which warns
me henceforth to avoid you." (M.1"., pp. 202-03.)
Hilda's religion does not teach her compassion or forgiveness.
Instead, with its bigotry, it teaches her only to be con
cerned about her soul--leave sinners to themselves or risk
losing oneself to hell.

The teachings of the Puritans are

h arsh, but very genuine to Hilda.

'.l.1hey completely imprison

her, and she finds they hold no comfort for her.
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Hilda feels particularly crushed by Miriam's sin
because she believes she has to keep the knowledge of the
murder a secret.

Her harsh religion and lack of family

or friend, in whom she could confide, leave her spirit
in turmoil.

For the first time, Hilda realizes how

e asily she can become en tangled in the guilt of others:
I must keep your secret, and die of it, unless
God sends me some relief by methods which are
now beyond my power to imagine. It is very
dreadful. Ah! now [sic] I understand how
the sins of generations past have created an
atmosphere of sin for those that follow.
While there is a single guilty person in the
universe, each innocent one m�st feel his
innocence tortured by that guilt. Your deed,
Miriam, has darkened the whole sky!" (!':1.:.1.::., p. 206.)
11

Hilda falls from her pedestal at least momentarily and is
initiated into the real world of sin.

Through no actions

of her own, she makes contact with evil and becomes aware
of the truth of Adam's archetypal fall and expulsion from
the Garden of Eden.
Al though Hilda now recognizes that she cannot avoid
either sin or the sinful, she still finds it difficult-
with her rigid Puritan indoctrination--to accept.

Having

ended her friendship with Miriam and with Kenyon away from
Rome, Hilda has no one with whom to discuss the murder and
its effects on her.
Puri tan faith, mount:

Daily, her doubts, regarding her
"' Can the faith in which I was born
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and bred be perfect, if it leave a weak girl like me to
w ander, desolate, with this great trouble crushing me
down?'"

(!1.:..1.:_, p. 343.)

From the beginning of the novel,

Hilda worries about her contact with sin and her obsession
that it will cause her to lose her religion. Although she
leads her life in a manner to avoid this, the knowledge
o f her friend's sin makes the loss of her faith a real
possibility.
Consequently, Hilda finds that her usual places of
c omfort, such as the galleries, offer her no spiritual
peace.

The masterpieces are now meaningless to her, and

she criticizes the artists' motives and meanings.

Without

art, the highest form of her religion, to comfort her,
she aimlessly roams the evil streets of Rome.

As her

belief in art falters, so does her faith in Puritanism
lose its strength and comfort for her.

She questions

whether a true faith would leave one of its children
comfortless.

Increasingly, Hilda finds herself being

drawn to the Catholic cathedrals.

On one occasion she

is able to pray there and receives momentary relief:
. • • [!lildaJ snatched herself up . • . from
her knees, all a-throb with the emotions which
were struggling to force their way out of her
heart by the avenue that had so nearly been
opened for them. Yet there was a strange
sense of relief won by that momentary, passion-
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ate prayer; a strange joy, moreover, whether
for what she had done, or for what she had
escaped doing, Hilda could not tell. But
she felt as one half stifled, who has stolen
a breath of air. (M .. F., p. 341.)
The reason for Hilda's joy is unimportant.

Of importance,

however, is the fact that passion is what triggers the
prayer that brings her comfort.

Hilda has never allowed

passion to surface in her actions; it violates her simplicity.
Nonetheless, for one moment, the reader sees her succumb
to her human feelings and as a result become more sympa
thetic and realistic.
Hilda again loses her sterile Puritan inhibitions when
she, as a heretic, uses the privilege of the confessional.
Seeing the tranquility that members of the Catholic faith
appear to gain from confessing their sins, she impulsively
tells the story of the murder to a priest:

,
I
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She did not think; she only felt. Within her
heart was a great need. Close at hand, within
the veil of the confessional, was the relief.
She flung herself down in the penitent's place;
and, tremulously, passionately, with sobs, tears,
and the turbulent overflow of emotion too long
repressed, she poured out the dark story which
had infused its poison into her innocent life.
(�, p. 345.)
Again Hilda receives relief from the clutches of guilt
when she allows her emotions to surface.

However, she

has no right, as a Puritan, to force her story on the
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priest; she has no intention to convert to Catholicism.
Emotionally, however, she pleads for mercy and under
standing:
Father" • • • 11 I am a motherless girl, and
a stranger here in Italy. I had only God to
take care of me, and be my closest friend;
and the terrible, terrible crime, which I
have revealed to you, thrust itself between
Him and me; so that I groped for Him in the
darkness, as it were, and found Him not-
found nothing but a dreadful solitude, and
this crime in the midst of it! I could not
bear it. It seemed as if I made the awful
guilt my own, by keeping it hidden in my
heart. I grew a fearful thing to myself.
I was going mad!" (M.F., p. 347.)
11

Hilda's sudden outburst of feelings suggests to the reader
that she is growing emotionally from the fall.

However ,

from her speech to the priest, one realizes that she is
still the selfish, haughty Puritan goddess.
Fossum perceives Hilda similarly:

Robert H.

". • • Hilda resists

the impulse to begin conversion yet avails herself of
the solaces of the confessional--and not to confess her
real sin of self-righteous pride but merely to tattle
on Miriam and Donatelle. 11 83

Hilda not only abuses a right

of the Cataolic faith, but she also uses it--confession-
selfishly and sinfully.

Instead of confessing her sins

of bigotry and false pride, she discloses the story of
the murder.
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Further evidence of Hilda I s static character appears
later in the novel after the incident with the priest.
Kenyon feels compassion for Miriam and Donatello and
attempts to explain sympathetically their sins to Hilda:
"Ah, Hilda" • • • "you do not know, for you
could never learn it from your own heart, which
is all purity and rectitude, what a mixture of
good there may be in things evil; and how the
greatest criminal, if you look at his conduct
from his own point of view, or from any side
point, may seem not so unquestionably guilty
after all. So with Miriam; so with Donatello.
They are, perhaps, partners in what we must
call awful guilt; and yet, I will own to you,
--when I think of the original cause, the
motives, the feelings, the sudden concurrence
of circumstances thrusting them onward, the
sublime unselfishness on either part, --I
know not well how to distinguish it from much
that the world calls heroism. (M.F., p. 370.)
Hilda has not sufficiently matured through the events of
the novel to see either Kenyons' compassion for the sins
of Miriam and Donatello or Miriam's understanding of
Beatrice's aloof appearance in Hilda's portrait.

Instead,

the brief intervals of passion Hilda feels have deserted
her and she has revereted to her cold arrogance and harsh
judgments:
This thing, as regards its causes, is all a
mystery to me, and must remain so. But there
is, I believe, only one right and one wrong;
and I do not understand, and may God keep me
from ever understanding, how two things so
11
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totally unlike can be mistaken for one another;
not how two mortal foes, as Right and Wrong
surely are, can work together in the same deed.
This is my faith; and I should be led astray,
if you could persuade me to give it up." (M.F.,

p. 371.)

The New Englander has neither gained any knowledge from
her encounter with sin and guilt nor has she progressed
any as a human being or character.

After the release of

her emotions· and feelings of spiritual uncertainty through

her use of the confessional, she reverts to the harsh,

judgmental Puritan which the reader has come to associate

with her character.

She, unlike Miriam and Donatello,

learns nothing from the fall.

(After her confession,

Hilda is able to speak of Miriam, bat she never speaks

to her former friend.

In fact, Hilda's departure from

Rome can be suggestive of an escape from possible, future

encounters with the sinner.)

Hilda's acceptance of Kenyon's marriage proposal is

the only concrete spark of positive change the reader

sees for her.

The marriage means putting behind her

purity and accepting the imperfections of another human
being within the union of matrimony.

However, it is

doubtful to what extent Hilda will leave her pedestal
after marriage.

Either K�nyon cannot see Hilda's imper

fections or is so enthralled that he overlooks them:

"· • • Hilda was coming down from her old tower, to be
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herself enshrined and worshipped as a household saint, in
the light of her husband's fireside."

(M .. F., p. 445.)

If Kenyon continues to view his wife as the perfect and
ideal woman--and the author gives the reader the impression
that he will--Hilda will still not grow.

Instead, she

will enslave her husband in her righteousness.
Hilda--unlike Hester and Hepzibah who, although they
are victimized and imprisoned by Puritanism, do benefit
as a result of their falls--never escapes the Puritan
dogma of her ancestors.

Although she is faced with sin

and guilt, she learns nothing from these human qualities.
As Paul John Eakin says, nshe does not move forward toward
a deeper understanding, an enlarged moral wisdom; she
returns instead to the narrow sanctuary of her earlier
innocence.1184 At the end of the novel, she is still the
selfish, simple, and haughty goddess of the Puritans.

She

sincerely believes in the harsh faith of her forefathers;
consequently, she is among the most entrapped and pathetic
of Hawthorne's women.

Chapter V
rathaniel Hawthorne lived during the most spiritually
and intellectually stimulating era in r ew England history.
The period--known by various names, including the ]:,'lowering
of New England and the Age of Romanticism--was scrutinized
and acclaimed by both Americans and Europeans.

Al though

Hawthorne's literary contributions made him an integral
part of the menagerie of New England achievements, he
was unable to embrace comfortably the recognition he gained
f rom his success or partake of the various scholarly and
ecclesiastical movements and reforms that were enacted
by his contemporaries.

Instead, Hawthorne chose to remain

at a secure distance and meticulously ooserve, much as
Thoreau viewed the raging battle of the two ants under
his water glass, the changing world of his Furitan ancestors.
He could not flourish in the light of society; he found
communion with the world inhibitive.
Hawthorne wrote:

In his notebook,

"'What would a man do, if he were compelled

to live always in the sultry heat of society, and could
never bathe himself in cool solitude?' 11 85 Instead, he

was only able to produce in the quiet solace of isolation .
With the success of Hawtnorne's The Scarlet Letter,

critics began to study his stories, novels, and notebooks
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to understand him both as a man and writer.

As a result,

there are differing opinions regarding Hawthorne's place
in American literature.

However, one fact that cannot

be disputed as being influential on his writing is his
obsession with and need for isolation.

With the death of his father and the resulting grief

that consumed his mother and made her a virtual recluse,

Nathaniel became acquainted with isolation at an early
age.

Because the child's mother was neither able to

share her grief with him or his sisters nor free herself
from its grasp, he learned through necessity how to cope
with solitude.

He came to live in the imaginations of

Milton and Shakespeare and the rich but cruel history of
his Puritan ancestry.

The shadows of these figures, which

he first met in childhood, continued to lurk in his mind
and haunt him until his death.

As Hawthorne grew, his need for privacy and solitude

intensified.

Following graduation from Bowdoin College,

he immersed himself in intense isolation.

Instead of

entering the world of capitalism, he shut himself off
from the stimuli of the rapidly changing age.

He occa

sionally went for walks in the evenings and played cards,
but he felt no need to make his presence felt on society.
He quietly remained behind the closed door of his mother's
house for twelve years writing, destroying, and revising the
tales that were products of the craft he rebelliously chose.
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Hawthorne's most radical attempt to release himself
f rom his self-imposed prison was his participation in
the Brook .H'arm experiment.

For a man who craved privacy,

the joining of a commune was an extreme action.

However,

he joined his peers with a totally positive attitude.
He believed the farm to be the Eden he had sought and
intended to give the experiment his full support.

Unfor

t unately, he soon found communal living was not conducive
t o writing.

J?urthermore, he found his comrades to be as

greedy and dishonest as other mortals.

The experiment

left him disillusioned and bitter towards reformers for
t he duration of his life.
Sophia Peabody, whom Hawthorne married in 1842, was
the only person the eccentric author ever trusted to share
his thought�.

Hawthorne totally shadowed his wife's

s pirit, but she willingly and lovingly succumbed to his
personality and quiet lifestyle.

In turn, she was his

t rusted companion and the one person he religiously sub
m itted his writing to for criticism.

Although Hawthorne's

marriage and close relationship with Sophia was good for
the solitary man, it did not alter his isolated life.
Instead, the couple lived happily in Nathaniel's guarded
world.

Furthermore, Sophia protected her husband from

the critical eye of the outside world.

After his death,
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she edited his notebooks to keep readers from criticizing
his entries that she thought might be detrimental to his
reputation.
Although Hawthorne achieved the literary success
and fame that as a young man he desperately craved, his
last years were filled with bitterness and despair.

Failing

health, changing literary motifs, loss of creativity, and
the brutal Civil War all served to devastate Hawthorne's
spirit and intensify his isolation from the world.

The

tragic war that pitted kinsman against kinsman enveloped
Hawthorne's spirit and crushed it.

As the war dragged

on and the casualty lists mounted, the aging, fragile
author was pulled deeper into the vortex of depression.
His deteriorating health and his inability to accept phys
ical infirmities and share his problems with friends and
f amily intensified his dreary and comfortless moods.

1',inally,

his writing, which had always provided him with a consol
atory world in which to escape, refused to allow him en
trance.

Without the solace of his pen, Hawthorne had

n othing; family and friends were unable to help him.

More

and more he gave way to the fitful depressions that char
acterized much of his youth.

Finally, in utter despair

the defeated author was forced to retire his pen, leaving
four novels unfinished.

L
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Like Poe and Melville, Hawthorne died largely misunderstood
by his friends and critics.

His detachment from society

and bitter ridicule of its efforts at reform left him
o utside of the warmth and vibrant spirit of his age.
Hawthorne's peers failed to realize that isolation was
essential to his delicate psyche and mode of writing.
He had on occasions, such as his participation in the
Brook Farm experiment, attempted to join in with society;
however, all of these efforts were in vain and left him
feeling more bitter and more adamant in his conviction that
mankind was selfish and corrupt.
Isolation was essential to Hawthorne and his writing.
He felt he could not 5urvive in the light of society.
Instead, he needed the quietude of a private lifestyle.
Only in the dreary confines of his study could his char
acters spring to life.

Hawthorne's peers, however, could

not understand his shunning of them.

Consequently, they

labeled him a misfit and unmercifully ridiculed him.
Al though the New En gland of Hawthorne's adulthood was
known for its humanitarian efforts, it, ironically,
o stracized one of its foremost sons.

Therefore, it

should come as no surprise that many of Hawthorne's
characters fall victim to their Puritan societies, for
in many ways they are images of the author.

Their story,

like Hawthorne's is often that of a lonely person who

l
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has been ostracized by his society and who is desperately
trying to survive in it.

Hester in The Scarlet Letter,

Hepzibah in The House of the Seven Gables, and Hilda in
The Marble Faun are such examples.
Hester Prynne is the best known of Hawthorne's women
who fall victim to their societies.

The Puritan community,

with its bigotry and superiority, view Hester with her
c onfessed sin as a disease that will contaminate the
community and destroy their self-acclaimed Eden if left
unpunished.

Consequently, they pass jud@nent upon her

and ostracize her.

Although not forced either to remain

or to leave the colony, Hester chooses to live her life
along with her daughter, on the outskirts of the town,
away from the life of the community.

onetheless, Hester

cannot escape the hatred and ridicule the townspeople
freely inflict on her.

They constantly make her the symbol,

as she passes through the streets or as the subject of
the Sabbath sermons, of sin's conse�uences.

The towns

people deny her existence as a member of the community.
Hester outshines her kinsmen morally, although
through her adultery she violates God's law.

She con

fesses her sin, accepts her punishment, and spends her
life in penance.

Although she does not accept her society's

belief that she is morally damned, she abides by its laws
and restrictions.

Furthermore, she grows spiritually as
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a result of her sin, due in part to her fear of the effects
of her sin on the soul of her daughter, and is more sym
pathetic and perceptive of others who have fallen.

As the

years pass, however, and as Hester's goodness overpowers
the negative connotations of her emblem of sin, her peers
soften their harsh attitudes toward her.

Instead of seeing

the "A" as a symbol for adultery, they begin to see it as
an emblem of her goodness; they associate it with "angel"
and "able. 11

Nonetheless, they refuse to release her com

pletely from their prejudices and continue through certain
instances--she could not sew on wedding dresses--to inflict
their bigotry upon her.
Although Hester endures her society's ridicule and
judgment upon her and grows as an individual, the Puritans
and their harshness do have negative effects on her:
c ost Hester her womanhood.

they

Hester accepts her isolation,

but her inability to share her thoughts and dreams with
others leaves her void of the warmth that comes from
sharing.

As the years pass, her loss of femininity be

comes evident in her appearance:

her hair is hidden

from sight, and her clothes lack the rich ornamentation
that characterizes her trade as a seamstress.

Consequently,

Hester's situation is even more pathetic; the modern reader
r ealizes that the cruel Puritans are ultimately the victors
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in The Scarlet Letter.

Although Hester accepts and survives

the conditions of her society's rules and abides by them,
she cannot triumph over them.

Instead, she loses her

womanhood, that very intimate part of herself, to the
prejudiced society that she has fought so hard to survive
in.

Therefore, of Hawthorne's three major heroines,

Hester is the most pathetic and helpless.
Hepzibah is another victim of the same Puritan society.
Her aristocratic ancestry taught her that she is superior
to much of the town's citizenry.

Although over the years

Hepzibah is no longer an aristocrat, she finds herself

unable to relinquish the noble standards that her family,
the Pyncheons, have instilled in her.

With the return

of her beloved brother, Clifford, however, Hepzibah finds
it essential to seek employment.

Void of a profession,

she meekly opens a cent-shop in her home.
Although the opening of the shop is uneventful to
the modern reader, the experience is devastating for
Hepzibah, one of the last remnants of decayed, Old World
gentility.

A recluse for years, she finds the idea of

having to open her home to plebians and make contact with
strangers on a daily basis overpowering.

Her first working

day is characterized by emotional outbursts and diminishing
spirits.

As time passes, however, she adapts somewhat to

her fallen position.

Nonetheless, she continues to deceive
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herself with dreams of being rescued from the clutches
of poverty by some unknown relative.

At the end of the

novel, Hepzibah is saved ironically by her kinsman, Judge
Jaffrey Pyncheon, the one person whose help she adamantly
refuses throughout the novel, from spending her life in
embarrassment as a member of the working class.
The novel seemingly ends happily for hepzibah; with
her inheritance of money and a newly constructed mansion,
she can spend the duration of her life isolated from
society as an aristocratic Pyncheon lady.
again seems fair and purposeful.

For her, life

The old spinster never

sees the futility of her unproductive lifestyle; instead,
she freely leaves the drudgery of earning a living and
serving mankind to the generation of Phoebes.
Hepzibah, it is too late to change.

For

Her Puritan indoc

trination in the ways of a lady is too deeply implanted
in her to be uprooted in her old age.

Although happy

and ignorant of its consequences, Hepzibah, too, falls
victim to her society and its shallow, useless teachings.
Hilda, the youngest of Hawthorne's major heroines,
is the most unsympathetic of those women who fall victim
to their societies.

Also a product of New Bngland Puri

tanism, the young woman lives in Italy, earning a living
as a copyist.

She leads a pure life, as her white clothing

suggests, although she lives amid sin and corruption.
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With extreme purity, she remains aloof of this part of
life; her New England heritage has taught her that she
is above sin.

However, with Donatello's and Miriam's

act of murder, she is forced to face the reality of
sin.
Much of the novel deals with Hilda's initiation to
sin and her struggle to keep her Puritan faith.

At

times her religion appears to desert her and leave her
comfortless.

However, in the end she adheres to the cold,

prejudiced beliefs of her forefathers:

Hilda is finally

able to speak of Miriam and the murder, but she never
again speaks directly to her.
The novel ends with Hilda's accepting Kenyon's
marriage proposal and the couple's making plans to return
to America.

However, the end of the novel hardly seems

optimistic.

Although the young woman is initiated to

the existence of sin, the coldness of her ancestors'
teachings appears to remain with her.

She is still

firmly entrapped in the superiority of the Puritan dogma
and isolated largely from the stimuli of the living.

Her

society of religious bigots has condemned her to spend
her life on a useless and lonely pedestal.

Her life will

hold little meaning, other than to be worshipped by her
submissive husband.

13 3
Of the three heroines--Hester, Hepzibah, and Hilda-
discussed, each of them is different in age, ancestry,
and thinking.

Hester, who lives during the colonization

of America, is the strongest and most independent of
the three in her thinking.

The reader first meets her

as a beautiful, young woman who is being punished for
her sin of adultery.

Hepzibah is an elderly spinster

who worries about her appearance as a lady and tries to
maintain her futile aristocratic manners.

Hilda, the

youngest of the three women, is an orphan, having no
family ties, but is deeply committed to her ancestors'
religion.

Although different, each of these women has a

common bond:

each falls victim to her society.

Hester

falls victim to her Puritan peers and loses her woman
hood; Hepzibah, to the unproductive and obsolete teach
ings of her decayed aristocratic family and its curse;
and Hilda, to the pompous, cold, religious teachings of
her New England ancestors.

As a result of their entrap

ment by their societies and ensuing isolation, they are
reflections of their creator.
Hawthorne, with his dark psyche, was more comfortable
in the dusk.

As Vernon Parrington says:

... all his life Hawthorne dwelt between
worlds. Though at times he tried to establish
contact with Yankee reality, though he essayed
to establish an intellectual rapport with his
generation, he never quite succeeded, but re
mained to ·the !ast isolated, a frequenter of
the twilight. 8
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However, society did not understand his need for isolation
and labeled him a misfit and ridiculed him.

Therefore,

it comes as no surprise that his major female characters-
Hester, Hepzibah, and Hilda--are also misplaced victims
of their societies.

Although they desperately struggle

for survival and acceptance in their society, they are
victimized.

Consequently, each of them is molded in the

image of Nathaniel Hawthorne, and becomes a reflection
of her creator.
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